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Abstract: This article deals with two ethnic hoaxes – O’Grady’s They’re A Weird Mob 
and Demidenko’s The Hand that Signed the Paper – examining their reception in the 
Australian literary market through the lens of Freud’s theory of the comic and the joke. 
Focusing on etymological implications of the comic and the joke, their respective 
containing and rupturing effects and how these interlink colonial, assimilationist and 
multicultural discourses in Australia will be pointed out. Apart from revisiting the social 
and literary backgrounds of the novels this will cast light on their similar perpetuation 
of binary oppositions which de-aestheticise the inferior “other” in favour of the superior 
“White” subject. On the other hand, the comic-joke relationship will be useful in order 
to interpret the psychoanalytical reasons for the diametrically opposite reception the 
novels received after the hoaxes were unveiled. This reception was due not merely to 
the different content of the novels but also to the locus of the comic. In They’re a Weird 
Mob the comic is embedded inside the text, thus containing the rupturing effect of the 
joke, which reveals the mimicral relationship between the two subjects of the above 
binary opposition and, thus, the post-colonial/post-multicultural “similarity” between 
them, even after the hoax was revealed. However, in Demidenko’s case the locus of the 
comic is to be found in its epitextual elements which meant that, once the hoax was 
discovered, the joke with its psychoanalytical meanings and fears haunted the “White” 
subject in the open, rupturing such a subject’s putative superiority. It is with the latter 
meaning that the neologism “hoaks” is used in this article; that is, to sum up the idea 
that ethnic hoaxes play on the slippery psychoanalytical ground of the comic and the 
joke, of superiority and its opposite, uncanny fears. 
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Ethnic hoaxes in the Australian literary market sometimes receive unusual responses. 
Unlike Helen Demidenko’s The Hand That Signed the Paper (1994) – purported to be 
an ostensibly biographical novel and harshly criticised both for the author’s anti-
Semitism and her “passing” as a migrant when, in fact, she was not one – John 
O’Grady’s They’re a Weird Mob (1957), saw its sales double after the hoax was 
unveiled.1 Although critics argue that this lasted only a short time since the publishing 
house of O’Grady’s novel, Ure Smith,2 knew the real identity of the author, that is of 
little consequence. As I argue, the very fact that the truth was hidden from readers 
would have been sufficient to produce a similar anxious unsettledness to Demidenko’s 
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hoax. The reason for this diametrically opposed impact on readers/critics does not rest 
on the longer or shorter span of time of the veiled hoax. Instead, as I will prove, it stems 
from more psychoanalytic reasons such as the necessity of controlling the ethnic other 
in a mirroring binary opposition defining the “white” subject. 
 
In order to understand this, I will compare the comic and the joke – two forms of 
humour commonly perceived as interchangeable – underlying their respective 
containing and rupturing effect in relation to hoaxes.3 I will focus on the comic and its 
relation to the unconscious in order to suggest it as a strategy to render the other inferior 
and its psychoanalytic necessity to hide a “white” subject who is “vampiristically” 
chased by his/her own phantom, and thus lack, of authenticity. In her Identification 
Papers, Diana Fuss states that: “What one cannot keep outside, one always keeps an 
image of inside. Identification with the object of love is as silly as that. Identification, in 
other words, invokes phantoms. By incorporating the spectral remains of the dearly 
departed love-object, the subject vampiristically comes to life”.4  
 
As in most postcolonial and minor literature, the other occupies in the performance of 
these two ethnic hoaxes a liminal abject place5 which is, at the same time, desired and 
feared and therefore displaced through the comic. A “double” representing the anxiety 
produced by the disavowal of one’s own ethnicity: being an unmarked, non-ethnic, 
Anglo-Celtic “white” subject. What these novels betray is a weird melancholic search 
for a lost identity. The joke, conversely, is a form of mimicry. It is functional to the 
unveiling recognition that all subjects – whatever their skin colour and culture – are 
equals and that there is no racial “white” superiority. The above containing 
effectiveness of the comic relies on its locus and, particularly, on its being also part of 
the text as it occurs with They’re a Weird Mob. Instead, when it is embedded “only” in 
the epitextual elements – as in The Hand That Signed the Paper – it has a rupturing 
effect similar to mimicry and the joke. 
 
(Un)masking jokes 
The comic and de-aesthetic6 representation of racial/ethnic others by a dominant 
standpoint and its containing effect, establishing binary oppositions, can be better 
understood through Freud’s words: 
 

Children strike us as comic only when they behave not like children but like 
serious grown-ups, and then they do the same way as other figures who 
dress up in disguise. […] Let us […] choose the comedy of movement for 
our example. The comparison that provides the difference, formulated 
consciously, runs: ‘That’s how he does it’ and ‘That’s how I would do it, 
that’s how I used to do it.’ But children lack the yardstick contained in the 
second sentence; they understand by imitating; they do it in the same way. 
Their upbringing supplies them with the standard: ‘that’s how you should do 
it’. If they use the same standard themselves in comparing, the conclusion is 
evident: ‘he hasn’t done it right’ and ‘I know how to do it better’. In this 
case they will laugh at the other person, making fun of him in the feeling of 
their own superiority.7  
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Doing it differently from how they should, children are “laughed” at and looked down 
on and once they are grown-up people and have introjected the “standard”, as happens 
with Lacan’s Language of the Father, they will act accordingly. However, such 
difference is psychoanalytically ambivalent and, consequently, unsettling because the 
child’s imitation (like the copy and the original in a colonial relationship) represents a 
form of mimicry that nullifies any binary distinction, any difference. It is for this reason 
that its ambivalence is displaced and contained through the comic. The latter is never 
neutral: it renders inferior creating diversity and displaces the anxiety of similarity. In 
addition to this, the comic justifies both forms of civilising mission and assimilation. In 
fact, as the child has to follow the adult in order to be part of the latter’s world 
(assimilate) and the adult guides the child because of his or her superior knowledge, the 
same happens to migrant subjects who are asked to reject their own ethnic roots and 
adapt to the “way of life” of the host country. 
 
As for jokes, Freud distinguished them in two independent couples: “innocent-
tendentious” (tendencies) and “verbal-conceptual” (techniques). I am more interested in 
tendentious jokes and, specifically, in “hostile” ones which may function to “normalise” 
differences. Embedding the inhibition of aggression in racist jokes is an important 
consideration for my argument. Kalpana Seshadri-Crooks argues that jokes may pursue 
different functions: they may contain while releasing anti-social impulses, be 
expressions of civilisation or may generate new forms of hatred.8 Through them, the 
taboo of aggressiveness in an egalitarian society is at once transgressed and satisfied, 
though never physically. In other words, the equilibrium of the social system is 
guaranteed and “repressions” are overcome. In this scheme, hostile jokes are “masked” 
by the comic. Yet, as Freud claims, by taking interpretation further one “would unmask 
these stories with their comical façade as tendentious jokes”.9 It is interesting to note, as 
Freud does, that “techniques” are fundamental to achieve pleasure since they overcome 
social criticism. The same, as we will see in O’Grady and Demidenko’s case, are 
paramount in the way humour is embedded in their works through textual and 
paratextual elements (techniques) and how readers (social criticism) react to them. 
  
For now, let us analyse an example of tendentious “verbal” jokes. In the sixties and 
seventies The Italian Joke Book, compiled and edited under the pseudonym Tommy 
Boccafucci (possibly George Lombardi), used a racist cartoon which had appeared in an 
Australian newspaper in the aftermath of World War II picturing two men at a funeral 
carrying a bucket. The caption said: 
 
A: ‘Why are there only two pallbearers at Italian funerals?’ 
B: ‘Because garbage cans have only two handles.’ 
 
The editor, aware of the criticism to which he was laying himself open, wrote an 
introduction to make clear that humour was the aim of the collection and that the 
“bluenoses” (puritanical people) who might have taken offence were just intolerant. 
From the editor’s perspective, jokes are seen as an expression of a civil multicultural 
society. Paradoxically and falsely, in his view, those who did not accept this kind of 
humour were the true racists.10 Although the joker may be an ethnic insider (and thus 
told from an ethnic point of view), it is difficult to control the nature of the laugh: do we 
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laugh with or at the joker?11 Such a displacement of aggressiveness informs even the 
large number of racist jokes included in the Australian Children’s Folklore Collection. 
For instance, a joke directed against Italians and known by children was: 
 
A: ‘What’s the difference between an Italian and a bucket of sewage?’ 
B: ‘The bucket’.12  
 
The above tendentious verbal jokes suggest both a plethora of prejudices and the 
relationship between “adult mores and children’s perception”;13 a formation of an 
ethnocentric national identity based on the “I-other” opposition and a deterrent to any 
multicultural society. This further suggests that there is always a correlation between 
children’s and national antagonism (a consequence of the imposition of the Language of 
the Father, of the adults’ world). Tendentious conceptual jokes, although revealing the 
same anxiety as verbal ones, are more relevant for the analysis of They’re a Weird Mob 
and The Hand That Signed the Paper. 
 
Uncanny hoaks 
It is important to begin with an analysis of the relationship between the uncanny and the 
hoax in order to reveal the ambivalent role of the latter. In his challenging essay, “The 
Uncanny” (1919), Freud, taking issue with E. Jentsch over the definition of the 
unheimlich, traces the different meanings under the headings of a German dictionary in 
order to re-define the word heimlich as something “familiar, tame, intimate, friendly, 
belonging to the house [and] in a different sense, as withdrawn from knowledge, 
unconscious … Heimlich also has the meaning of that which is obscure, inaccessible to 
knowledge”.14 Freud comes to the conclusion that “heimlich is a word the meaning of 
which develops towards an ambivalence, until it finally coincides with its opposite, 
unheimlich”.15 What is unheimlich was once “familiar”, something “that ought to have 
remained… secret and hidden but has come to light”.16 It is an absence whose very 
presence unsettles any current familiar situation provoking anxiety and “ambivalence”. 
The translation of the above terms, heimlich and unheimlich, into the English “canny” 
and “uncanny” highlights that humour and “mischievousness” may conflate into one 
another. The Oxford English Dictionary states: 

 
Canny, Of humour: Quiet, sly, “pawky”. 
Uncanny, adj. [Originally Scottish and northern.] 1. Mischievous, 
malicious. [Obsolete.] 2. Careless, incautious. 3. Unreliable, not to be 
trusted. [Obsolete.] 4. a. Of persons: Not quite safe to trust to, or have 
dealings with, as being associated with supernatural arts and powers. b. 
partaking of a supernatural character; mysterious, weird, uncomfortably 
strange or unfamiliar. 

 
In this way we may draw two first conclusions. On the one hand, the parallelism 
between heimlich-canny-humour and unheimlich-uncanny-mischievous; on the other 
hand, drawing on the heimlich-unheimlich conflating relationship, we may suggest that 
humour “hides” something mischievous and that the latter, though it is kept secret, may 
uncannily come to light. 
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Two further points have to be analysed in order to underline the uncanny and unsettling 
ambivalence of hoaxes: the meaning of the term hoax and the comic-joke relationship 
behind hoaxes. As for the term “hoax” – probably an alteration of the noun hocus 
(1808) standing for “conjurer, juggler”, namely someone who performs magic to 
entertain people by using tricks (a “fabrication”) while presenting them as true – it 
entails at the same time something “amusing and mischievous”.17 In other words, the 
hoax is a dimension where the heimlich and unheimlich, the comic and the malicious 
conflate. Its locus is in the secret “fabrication” of the text. It is there, “withdrawn from 
knowledge”, that the hoax amusingly plays the comic in order to mischievously hide the 
unconscious anxiety behind it. The idea of the text as the locus of the hoax is reinforced 
by the fact that the comic is achieved through language, whether verbal or visual, and 
that language is in Lacan’s terms the unconscious. In the light of this, by disrupting the 
comic language we shed light on the joke, the gaps in language18 and what is hidden 
comes to light. With Fink, who draws on Lacan’s neologism la linguisterie, one can 
introduce into the debate his neologism “linguistricks”19 (emphasis added). By playing 
on the word “tricks”, Fink underlines that language can be ruptured and the unconscious 
and uncanny revealed. 
 
However, the locus of the hoax is a slippery ground. In fact, applying Freud’s 
“condensation” technique, unveiled ethnic hoaxes (at least They’re a Weird Mob and 
The Hand That Signed the Paper) risk being what I term hoaks which “tell” the anxious 
psychoanalytic truth behind hoaxes or hoaxing jokes: the historicity of “Whiteness”. In 
other words, while the comic produces a disavowal of differences, the joke is the 
potential rupture of the veil; it is what recognises differences and in a 
colonial/assimilationist context what reveals the human/ social/political “similarity” of 
“different” subjects.20 Uncanny hoaks unveil the anxious “presence of the absence” 
expressed in Lacan’s Seminar X on Anxiety: 

 
I will approach anxiety this year by the Unheimlich, it is what appears at 
this place. This is why I have written it for you today: it is the (–Φ) [minus 
phi], the something which reminds us that what everything starts from is 
imaginary castration, that there is no – and for good reason – image of lack. 
When something appears there, it is because, if I can express myself in this 
way, that the lack is lacking. Now this may appear to be simply a joke, a 
concetti (?) which is well placed in my style which everyone knows is 
Gongoric [emphasis added].21  

 
What is worth noting, here, is the anxiety produced by the lacking of the lack or in other 
words by the fact that Whiteness occupies a place which does not exist in Lacan’s “the 
Real”. “Whiteness”, although socially constructed, is presented in universalistic terms 
and its very existence and the implications of both humaneness and superiority are 
proved, from the dominant standpoint, through the mere visibility or excessive nature of 
others. Since socially constructed, to be feared is the unsettling “similarity” between the 
centre and the margin. An anxious similarity hidden behind the “laughing” (the joke) 
such as in Orwell’s “Shooting an Elephant”:  
 

A white man mustn’t be frightened in front of ‘natives’; and so, in general, 
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he isn’t frightened. The sole thought in my mind was that if anything went 
wrong those two thousand Burmans would see me pursued […] reduced to a 
grinning corpse […]. And if that happened it was quite probable that some 
of them would laugh.22.  

 
“Whiteness” and hoaxes, a cultural means conveying and empowering it, are themselves 
‘absences’ or as Nicholas Royle would argue, “beginning[s] […] already haunted”.23  
 
Nino Culotta and Helen Demidenko as “harbingers” of death 
When their respective hoaxes where discovered, on what grounds was The Hand That 
Signed the Paper ferociously attacked, withdrawn from the literary market and 
condemned by the establishment, while O’Grady’s success was redoubled even during a 
multicultural period which had apparently rejected any assimilationist policy? Was it 
because the “comic effect” of the latter fitted the assimilationist policy? Or, perhaps, 
does the connection between assimilation and multiculturalism account for the multiple 
reprinting and good sales of They’re a Weird Mob in the multicultural period? 
O’Grady’s novel promoted assimilation both through its content and through the 
(colonial) comic effect of Nino Culotta – an interpretation accepted by those 
critics/readers who “unconsciously” seem(ed) to defend their own whiteness, therefore 
playing Freud’s role of the inactive third listener who laughing “at the same joke 
[shows] far-reaching psychical compatibility”.24 For example, A.G. Mitchell, who 
carries out both an apologia for “hardworking Australians” and their “Australian 
speech” and discriminates between classes, argues that the narrator is made acceptable 
to the reader in a way so “carefully […] calculated” that, had the novel had a different 
character, “there would be material for gentle amusement but not for vigorous comedy”. 
And when providing examples that give voice to narrow-minded hard Australian 
workers, Mitchell lists Culotta’s foreign accent and low intelligence among the many 
strategies accounting for the comic in the novel. He then concludes his review by 
summing up the narrative structure of the novel as “an account from an Australian, who 
knows migrants intimately, trying to look at Australians through Italian eyes”.25 The 
interest of this quotation lies in the possibility it gives to highlight two important 
features of the novel. The first, embedded in the statement “an Australian, who knows 
migrants intimately”, and the second in the remaining part of the sentence, unveiling the 
anxiety of the gaze. 
 
With respect to the first aspect, the playfulness of “gazes” disempowers immigrants, 
reducing them to a mere receptacle: what is pictured in their eyes26 is a white discourse 
unveiling the power/knowledge relationship ending up in the “debasement” of 
immigrants.27 In other words, if Southern Italians are denigrated for their Broken 
English, skin colour, height and habits,28 Nino Culotta is trapped in “colonial mimicry”. 
He is depicted as a comic character from the very illustration by “Wep” on the book 
cover, which represents him in a bafflement visually symbolising his encounter with a 
different culture. However, he must – as children do – undergo a process of 
“automatic”29 adaptation to the new culture by taking up Australian slang; going to the 
pub; becoming a “mate”; and sharing a site typically associated with Anglo-Celts, the 
“white” beach, with its civilising meaning and “baptismal” function30 – still ratified with 
the Cronulla Beach events. These situations are all shaded with comic effects and create 
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a one-dimensional character in line with the “stereotyped” one of the comic genre. 
 
In addition to this, the act of recognition asked of readers (by means of paratextual 
elements such as the images on the cover and the dust-jacket, or the preface) sheds light 
on two issues. On the one hand, this act serves as a “mode of consumption”31 which 
reifies “authenticity” – a process of cultural absolutism that takes into account “an 
identikit of markers” such as the graphical cover, shelf position in libraries,32 the 
writer’s exotic name, the total or partial use of the writer’s native language, the 
author/narrator conflation, the linear plot, a lack of irony33 and pastoral elements – and 
reveals similarities between the “Culotta” and the “Demidenko” era. The above 
reception entails that the text enters the Australian literary market as “pre-read” or, in 
other words, as the result of what Mishra, analysing Demidenko’s novel, calls 
“postmodern racism”.34 This is a form of “colonisation” of the ethnic text by the reader 
through an “unconscious” constructed “threshold’. On the other hand, such an 
“authentic” reading invites readers to embrace the rigid set of shared values that makes 
up the supposed essence of being a real Australian: tolerance, mateship legend and fair-
go.35 These are all values that bring They’re a Weird Mob in line with paranoid attempts 
to anxiously elide Australia’s racist history by focusing, as mentioned above, on the 
positive values of what it means to be Australian. This suppression is functional to the 
elaboration of myths of national identity which offer “the social reality itself as an 
escape from some traumatic, real kernel”,36 namely from its traumatic founding moment 
grounded on antagonism. They’re a Weird Mob can, thus, be read as another founding 
text since it fits with the thread of the “narrated” Australian history37 which relies on 
moments of forgetting, thus displacing those colonial diversities that brought about 
“racism”. Such a reproduction of power relations is confirmed by the fact that the novel 
was given to immigrants on their arrival in Australia as a sort of ‘good-immigrant’ 
manual.38 Moreover, the fantasy of an always harmonious, democratic, cohesive society 
is a mis-recognition from which multiculturalism – as will be seen in the following 
section – is not free. When hints at the “dark side of the dream” are made, the object is 
shaped in such a way so as not to distort the tolerant picture of the Australian Subject. 
The history of immigration is depicted as one of gain rather than loss, of tolerance 
rather than racism. The attempt to elide part of Australia’s history is typical of 
multiculturalism as well, both proving the deep connection between the latter and 
assimilation, and providing the reason for the numerous reprints of O’Grady’s novel. In 
this scheme, the uncanny “within” migrates vampiristically from stereotypes to jokes, to 
other “excesses”, all forms of comic guaranteeing the non-achievability of “Whiteness” 
or sameness and displacing the uncanny anxiety mentioned above. In other words, the 
“migrancy” of the uncanny exorcises the feeling of hunger and void or, as Freud would 
argue, it represents “the ‘comic’ feeling as a substitute for what we have lost”.39  
 
Moving on to the second aspect of Mitchell’s statement (“trying to look at Australians 
through Italian eyes”), in the “mirror” structure of O’Grady’s becoming Culotta looking 
at Australians, the author is the true victim of his anxious “passing”. In fact, it is not his 
Irishness looking at Anglos through Italian eyes that is emphasised, but the rupture of 
the joke revealing that the “looking” subject (Culotta) is a “double” effacing 
“differences”. The latter duplicity embedded in the novel’s beginning quoted below, to 
which David Carter gives a comic effect, hides a psychological “assimilationist” 
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ambiguity: 
 

The Culotta family is not famous for doing anything the hard way. It is not 
famous for doing anything. Because as far as I know it doesn’t exist. Not in 
my family anyway. My family name is something quite different, but I can’t 
use it here. Because this little book is about Australians, and if they knew 
you wrote it, some of them might put bricks through my windows.40  

 
While the beginning reinforces the authenticity of his story, since he is honest to the 
point of telling the reader that Culotta is a pseudonym, O’Grady is also, at least 
unconsciously, creating a boundary between him and Nino Culotta, between the “white” 
and the “non-white”. As in “Shooting an Elephant”, Culotta has to avoid the same 
chance of being “laughed at”. We can see this menacing risk lying behind the encounter, 
on the voyage to Australia, between the novel’s main character and an “ignorant” 
steward (one only wonders whether the author thinks he is a Meridionale or what!) who 
he knocked down because he was making fun of him with other people. Even on his 
voyage on the ship, which limited any possibility of ultimately escaping, he keeps the 
same superior and racist attitude towards Meridionali: he claims not to be frightened of 
“a couple of hundred Meridionali”. Yet, by remaining in his cabin, as he is told to by 
the captain, it is left to the imagination as to what might have happened if he had been 
caught in a fight with the stereotyped violent Southern Italians. The comparison 
between the outcome of the laughing at Culotta by Australians and the duplicity 
“O’Grady/Culotta” suggests that to be laughed at is what O’Grady unconsciously 
fears.41 For this would mean confronting the anxiety of becoming like the other: a 
“passing” which unveils that “Whiteness” is just a synonym for “emptiness”. In order to 
avoid the risk of similarity embedded in colonial mimicry, O’Grady has to distance 
himself from Culotta. In a letter to John O’Grady Jnr, O’Grady says that he doesn’t 
want to be Nino Culotta anymore and that he has decided to “let him die”.42 The 
“passing” with its shifting nature from power and desire to menace reflects Freud’s 
explanation of the double in “The Uncanny”: 

 
Such ideas, however, have sprung from the soil of unbounded self-love, 
from the primary narcissism which dominates the mind of the child and of 
primitive man. But when this stage has been surmounted, the ‘double’ 
reverses its aspect. From having been an assurance of immortality, it 
becomes the uncanny harbinger of death.43  

 
It seems strange that O’Grady needed Culotta to die when everyone already knew that 
he was only a fictional character; still, O’Grady felt trapped, psychoanalytically 
speaking, by a presence haunting his identity. Would it not have been easier to get rid of 
Nino if he were seen as an-other? The truth seems to be quite different: O’Grady has 
“gone troppo”.44 While “going native” reinforces white privileges, to have “gone 
troppo” reveals the true nature of the Lacanian (colonial) split subject and its 
consequential risks. Being his double, Nino’s death is O’Grady’s. It brings to our minds 
famous examples of characters dying when killing their doppelgänger such as in R.L. 
Stevenson’s Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and in E.A. Poe’s “William Wilson”. However, 
Culotta’s survival (the reminder of a difference) is necessary to O’Grady’s “whiteness” 
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since Nino is the “site” where ambivalence can be displaced, difference perpetuated and 
wholeness supported. Culotta has to be “the same, but not quite” and the repetition of 
performativity becomes a Freudian therapy to master the unfamiliar by rendering it 
strangely familiar. Sameness can be interpreted as an “encounter” taking place only in 
the face of a “white” symbolic death, as the erasure of identity in favour of subjectivity. 
The latter is to be found in Lacan’s “the Real” where the joke “unmasks” the absence 
and what occupies its place (Whiteness). 
 
 This anxiety remains, however, completely internal to O’Grady’s private life and the 
comic effect of his hoax being part of the text covers the joke maintaining what Terry 
Goldie refers to as “legitimate illegitimacy”45 or, in other words, evading anxiety about 
origins. For this reason his novel, even in the multicultural arena, expresses the other’s 
excessive nature so that the reader feels at ease when dealing with Culotta who remains 
entrapped in a colonial/assimilationist/multi-cultural/migrant discourse. In addition to 
this, what has been said underpins as reductive any explanation exclusively linking the 
novel’s different reception from other hoaxes to assimilation. In this case, the hoak – as 
the site where aggressiveness is displaced – remains veiled and what is uncovered is 
only the hoax, not the joke. 
 
As for Darville, her novel was written in a fertile anti-immigrant ground characterised 
by John Howard’s attack on the multicultural political correctness of the previous 
period, and by Pauline Hanson, founder of the One Nation party, who went even further 
than the Prime Minister. In her maiden speech as an Independent MP, delivered in 1996 
in the House of Representatives, she gave voice, from a deeply prejudiced standpoint 
not limited only to her,46 to a grudge against all those whose privileges supposedly 
constituted a form of “reverse racism” which had been “applied to mainstream 
Australians”. Reverse racism is seen as the product of what Žižek describes as the 
others’ jouissance of which the “we” seems to be deprived.47  
Darville’s hoak unveils both anxiety and deep unconscious contradictions. In fact, since 
it is Darville herself who performs the comic or the fetish48 through epitextual elements 
such as dressing, speaking and acting49 as if she really were a Ukrainian immigrant, she 
does not displace the comic in the text as O’Grady does. In this way, the joke is 
unveiled at the same time as the hoax and is for readers and critics a source of anxiety. 
Even Helen Demidenko’s attitude when interviewed by Jane Hyde is revealing of her 
duplicity. Her interviewer sees herself, in retrospect, as “playing audience to a fantasist” 
who kept the conversation one sided since “[m]onologue disguises, dialogue reveals”. 
She goes on to say: “If Darville left a clue it was in her fear of interaction and the 
intolerable portent of silence”.50 Through monologue, or one could argue the Lacanian 
imposed Language of the Father, one imposes something on someone else as happens in 
the above example of children and adults, while with dialogue the joke is at risk of 
being unveiled. 
 
What provoked the different reaction from that experienced by O’Grady was the locus 
of the comic and not its unethical use of ethnic histories, as the silencing of the 
Ukrainian community’s voice in the public debate proved51 – for these histories had to 
be “authentic” but not define what “authenticity” is lest there would be no more “white” 
ventriloquism.52 What would have happened if Demidenko’s performativity had not 
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taken place through non-verbal elements of communication; in other words, if the 
epitextual elements had not gone so far as to make her body an extension of her own 
text? Would the response have been different? I believe this is unlikely as no comic is 
left to protect the reader. Her comic is, at the same time, an extension of her textuality, 
proving that she could “piss off the establishment”,53 and a defence that she possibly 
unconsciously adopted to protect herself from being trapped in the textual passing. 
However, being herself the locus of the comic – while in O’Grady’s case it is the same 
textual space – once the hoak is discovered the former has no reason to continue. The 
symbolic death that O’Grady avoided could not be avoided by Darville: 
“Darville/Demidenko is dead” and so are the identitarian, social and political 
implications attached to her. Losing her ethnicity she also lost her authority and, 
consequentially, so did Anglo-Celts. The latter perceived both their possibility of 
speaking for the ethnic subject through authenticity and of ratifying their “legitimacy of 
illegitimacy” as unsettled. In other words, they could no more pretend to be unmarked, 
with no colour, non-ethnic, the true and only “Australians”. The binary opposition “us-
them” that had re-emerged with Howard and Hanson’s political beliefs was menaced. 
The hoak, in Demidenko’s case, acted like the transgression of a taboo, a sort of literary 
“miscegenation”. Readers are left with a “cracked” Lacanian mirror in which they 
cannot reflect their narcissistic image but only “similarity”. Consequently, 
Darville/Demidenko’s hoak reveals an identification, a going troppo that 
melancholically invokes the phantom of the lost love-object which vampiristically and 
uncannily comes to life: an ethnicity disavowed by mainstream society. 
 
Notwithstanding the different locus of the comic, the common ground behind both cases 
is given by the anxiety of wholeness: in the first case as a feeling of possible loss in a 
period of mass immigration menacing the idea of a white Anglo-Celtic society and in 
the second as, in Darville’s view, an already suffered loss. With Demidenko’s case, as 
with that of Hanson, the fear of a de-whitening nation losing its authority ironically 
originates in the unawareness that both those who cry out against reverse racism and 
those who privilege only a “compatible” version of ethnicity have the same purpose, 
namely “to absorb” the other. We could also argue that her attack hides a deeper truth: 
whiteness is not lost. In fact, claiming an absence means its “realisation” – at least in 
this case. 
 
Vampiric conclusions 
Being an unattainable desire, wholeness continuously haunts both O’Grady’s successive 
writings and letters and those of the critics still involved in discussing the Demidenko 
case. The other continues to represent at the same time a desire and a menace blurring 
any stable identity, psychoanalytically recalling, in Anglo-Celts’ case, their being 
immigrants or in other words, simply colonisers. Thus, sucking ethnic identity is a 
special aspect of settler colonies, although identity is always on the edge of “cracking” 
the mirror of one’s identity; and the danger of going troppo is uncannily conveyed by 
the following joke in which the vampire could not tell any ethnic difference: 
 
A: ‘You have just sucked the blood of one of my countrymen,’ the Italian priest told the 
vampire in ringing tones.  
B: ‘Excuse me while I vomit,’ the vampire said”.54  
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Notes 
 
1. They’re A Weird Mob is about a Northern Italian journalist employed by an Italian 
publishing house and travelling to Australia to describe the world down under for those 
Italians who want to emigrate there. Nino Culotta starts working as a bricklayer in order 
to get to know the new world. From this point on, the novel revolves around those 
places which better represent the Australian “way of life”: the workplace, the pub, the 
beach and the back garden. These all symbolically stand for the array of values that 
quintessentially define being a (male) Aussie: fair-go, mateship, tolerance and 
whiteness. The novel has a sort of picaresque structure, in the sense that Nino Culotta 
learns not only what it means to be an Australian but he also becomes a perfect 
“assimilated” immigrant. After all, the novel’s message is that immigrants should 
consider themselves lucky to be in Australia and should, therefore, assimilate to the 
Aussie “way of life”. As for its reception, in its first three years O’Grady’s novel sold 
300,000 copies while undergoing 47 reprints and selling nearly one million copies by 
1981. Specifically referring to the copies sold after the hoax was revealed, their number 
increased from an initial print run of 6,000 hardback copies to 74,000 copies and 8 
reprints in the first 6 months (see David Carter, “O’Grady, John see ‘Culotta, Nino’”, in 
Maggie Nolan and Carrie Dawson (eds), Who’s Who? Hoaxes, Imposture and Identity 
Crises in Australian Literature, St Lucia, University Queensland Press, 2004, p. 62 note 
13; David Carter, “Case Study: They’re a Weird Mob and Ure Smith”, in Craig Munro 
and Robyn Sheahan-Bright, Paper Empires: A History of the Book in Australia 1946-
2005, p. 26). As for The Hand That Signed the Paper, the novel is set in the pre-war 
Stalinist Soviet era and is about a Ukrainian family trying to survive poverty and famine 
while abused by the local commissar and refused health treatment by the village doctor. 
The narrator suggests that the Bolsheviks were also Jews and that this led to the 
Ukrainian welcoming of the German invaders as liberators from the Jews and their 
consequent involvement in the Holocaust. Demidenko won three literary awards in the 
span of two years: the Australian Vogel Award (1993) for young writers under 35, the 
Miles Franklin Award (1995) and the Gold Medal of the Australian Literature Society 
(1995), whose judges saw it as a multicultural novel (see Vijay Mishra, “Postmodern 
Racism”, Meanjin, 55.2, 1996; Terry Goldie, “On Not Being Australian: Mudrooroo 
and Demidenko”, in Nolan and Dawson (eds), Who’s Who, p. 91). The novel was 
withdrawn from the market after the exposure of the hoax. 
2. David Carter, “O’Grady, John see ‘Culotta, Nino’”, p. 58. 
3. Although I am perfectly aware that Demidenko’s novel is not comic, I will prove that 
it was exactly its lack of the comic that brought about a different reception from 
O’Grady’s novel. 
4. Diana Fuss, Identification Papers, New York, Routledge, 1995, p. 1, qtd in Terry 
Goldie, “On Not Being Australian”, p. 97. 
5. See Julia Kristeva, Power of Horror. An Essay on Abjection, Ed. and trans. Leon S. 
Roudiez, New York, Columbia University Press, [1980] 1982, p. 5. 
6. Ghassan Hage discusses the relationship between others/immigrants, social classes 
and de-aestheticisation and de-humanisation (see Hage, Against Paranoid Nationalism: 
Searching for Hope in a Shrinking Society, Annandale, NSW, Pluto Press Australia, 
2003, pp. 12-21). The relationship is conveyed through caricature, itself a form of 
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comic. For example, a cartoon by Lance Bressow published in the Brisbane newspaper 
Truth shows a caricature of an Italian man, conveying his brutality and criminal aspect 
(see G. Cresciani, Emigranti o compari. Vita italiana in Australia/Migrants or Mates. 
Italian life in Australia, Sydney, Knockmore Enterprises, 2000 [1988], p. 165); and in 
The Italian Joke Book a Sicilian woman is represented as a gorilla (see T. Boccafucci 
[George Lombardi] (ed.), The Italian Joke Book, New York, Belmont Tower Books, 
1975, p. 79). 
7. Sigmund Freud, The Joke and Its Relation to the Unconscious, Trans. J. Crick, 
London, Penguin Books, [1905c] 2002, pp. 217-218. For Freud examples of the comic 
are: comedy of movement, of character, comic speech (immigrants’ Broken English, for 
example), mimicry, travesty (p. 185). As for the latter, an ethnic pseudonym is also a 
form of transvestism that has implications concerning “authenticity”, “truth”, “(lack of) 
knowledge of the other”, and the like. For “transvestism” see Sneja Gunew, Haunted 
Nations: The Colonial Dimensions of Multiculturalisms, London and New York, 
Routledge, 2004, pp. 73-74; A. Stott, Comedy , London and New York, Routledge, 
2005, pp.62-75. 
8. Kalpana Seshadri-Crooks, Desiring Whiteness. A Lacanian Analysis of Race, London 
and New York, Routledge, 2000, pp. 90-92. 
9. Freud, The Joke, p. 103. For examples on the relationship between the comic and the 
joke see pp. 197-198. 
10. T. Boccafucci [George Lombardi] (ed.), The Italian Joke Book, p. 7. 
11. See H. Andreoni, “Olive or White? The Colour of Italians in Australia”, Sojourners 
and Strangers (special issue of Journal of Australian Studies), 77, 2003, pp. 90-91. 
12. J. Factor, “‘Drop Dead, Pizza Head!’ Racism in Children’s Culture”, Meanjin, 43.3 
(September 1984), p. 397. 
13. Factor, “‘Drop Dead, Pizza Head!’” 
14. Sigmund Freud [1919], “The Uncanny”, New Literary History, 7.3 (Spring 1976), p. 
621. 
15. Freud, “The Uncanny”, p. 624. 
16. Freud, “The Uncanny”, p. 623. 
17. The second meaning, “mischievous”, is reinforced by another etymological origin of 
the term hoax. As an alteration of hocus-pocus (1620s), a term probably based on a 
perversion of the sacramental blessing from the Mass, Hoc est corpus meum (“This is 
my body”), it would entail something “absent” as true (see Oxford English Dictionary). 
18. In order to distinguish between the meaning the term “language” had in his thinking 
and its meaning in linguistics, Lacan used the neologism la linguisterie. With this term 
he referred to that side of language where the unconscious comes into being through the 
“gaps” created between the signifier and the signified, where meaning fails and the 
Saussurian “unity” of the sign is erased (see Jacques Lacan, London and New York, 
Routledge, 2005, p. 69). 
19. Jacques Lacan 
20. Depending on the meaning given to “sameness” (an inclusive connotation though 
with differences: in an assimilationist context it has a coercive connotation meaning that 
to have humanness one needs to be Anglicised – not an “Anglo-Celt”; in a multicultural 
context it “has” an egalitarian implication accepting all different cultures), “difference” 
acquires a negative or positive significance. While “differences” from the authoritarian 
perspective are always seen negatively, even in multiculturalism, since they disrupt the 
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fantasmic original – but never really possessed – narcissistic unity, the same term is 
used in postcolonial, feminist and minority studies in a positive way, implying equality 
in relation to Derrida’s différance. The term “difference” reveals its ambiguity in 
relation to colonial and multicultural reality since it actually denotes “diversity” (a 
lacking difference reducing to a state of inferiority): apparently embedding equality and 
social justice – see for example John Howard’s speeches – it has an exclusionist 
connotation leading to what Bhabha calls “negative difference” (Homi Bhabha, The 
Location of Culture, London and New York, Routledge, 1994, p. 108). For this reason, 
in this study diversity is used for its negative implications and difference for its positive 
ones. 
21. Jacques Lacan, “Seminar X: L’Angoisse” (‘Seminar X: Anxiety’) 28/11/62, qtd in 
Seshadri-Crooks, Desiring Whiteness, p. 84. 
22. George Orwell, “Shooting an Elephant” (1953) [1936], A Collection of Essays, New 
York, Harcourt Brace, pp. 153-4, qtd in Seshadri-Crooks, Desiring Whiteness, p. 99. 
23. Nicholas Royle, The Uncanny, Manchester, Manchester University Press, 2003, p. 
1. 
24. Freud, The Joke, p. 147. 
25. A.G. Mitchell, “‘They’re a Weird Mob’ by Nino Culotta”, Meanjin, 17.2 (June 
1958), p. 217. 
26. The gaze becomes a trap “which turns me into a picture”, into a representation 
(Seshadri-Crooks, Desiring Whiteness, p. 67). For example, in Jean Rhys’s postcolonial 
novel Wide Sargasso Sea the picture portraying the Miller’s Daughter – a figure present 
in folk tales and the main character of Alfred Tennyson’s homonymous poem – might 
refer to April Love by the painter Arthur Hughes (1855-56). Antoinette Cosway’s 
veneration of the picture suggests the idea of a colonised subject reflecting, as a 
“screen”, a “white” image and the consequential representation of herself as other 
(copy) adapting to the original. In her words, England is a “dream” with the double 
ambivalent meaning of “wholeness” (absence/presence). 
27. Gayatri Spivak distinguishes between three processes of othering: “worlding” – 
representation of the Other as superior from which the other is determined by opposition 
; “debasement” – the other is described in denigrating terms and their surrender is seen 
as an obligation ; and “separation” – between native states and colonial governments 
(see Bill Ashcroft, Gareth Griffiths, Helen Tiffin, Post-Colonial Studies: The Key 
Concepts, London and New York, Routledge, 2000, p. 153). 
28. Insofar as the “Meridionali” are concerned, O’Grady pictures the North-South 
relationship in Italy where Southern Italians are seen as “animals” to be observed and 
studied: “[…] at the time I thought the worst kind were what we called Meridionali. 
These are small dark people with black hair and what we considered to be bad habits. 
We are big fair people with blue eyes and good habits. Perhaps it is a matter of opinion, 
and an Australian would lump us all together and call us ‘bloody dagoes’, but we didn’t 
like Meridionali, and they didn’t like us. […] they found themselves being officious in 
the police force. Perhaps subconsciously that is why we did not like them. Nobody likes 
police forces. […] I set off by train for Genova to catch my ship, but on the way I began 
to think that perhaps I would first have a look at the country where these Meridionali 
came from, as I had never been there. I had heard that Napoli was a good place to see 
them, and as the ship would be calling there and I could get there first by train, that is 
where I went. [On the ship he tells us that] all the stewards were Neapolitans and that 
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practically all passengers were Meridionali of some sort, who were emigrating to 
Australia, and that perhaps it would be as well if I remained in my cabin for the voyage. 
I explained to him that while no one could call me brave, it would be impossible for 
anyone to be frightened by a couple of hundred of Meridionali. […] So I spent the time 
on the voyage writing articles and stories about Meridionali, which were posted in 
Fremantle , and which I learned later proved very popular with our northern readers.” 
John O’Grady, They’re a Weird Mob, Sydney, Ure Smith, 1957, pp. 10, 11-12. The 
interest of this excerpt lies in the boundary created by textualising the Meridionali 
(perceived as what Said refers to by the term Orientals; see Orientalism, London, 
Penguin Books, [1978] 2003, p. 40), who end up being “abject” subjects and left on the 
fringes of both society and the text. This is repeated, on the one hand, when job and 
language come into play for Culotta is a journalist and speaks good English, though not 
Australian, while the Meridionali are working-class people capable of speaking only a 
sort of Broken English; and, on the other hand, widened because of the further 
distinction between the Meridionali and the Sicilians (See They’re a Weird Mob, pp. 21-
22, 13). The novel’s de-aestheticisation of the other was in tune with the aversion 
against South Italians in Australia. And even when Culotta might be perceived as seeing 
his Southern compatriots from a sympathetic view, they are made to repeat the well-
known stereotype of criminality: “Then I remembered the knife I had seen in the hand 
of the man across the aisle. The ‘short sword of the Romans’ has never appealed to me. 
I would not like to have to use it. I like it less when someone else uses it. I got up again, 
and crossed the isle. I said to this man, ‘You will please give me the knife.’ He said no, 
he would not give me the knife. I bumped him on the top of his head. He slid down in 
his seat. I said to the others, ‘You will please get the knife and give it to me.’ This one 
did. I threw it out the window, and sat down again. I was feeling very pleased with 
myself, and was no longer tired or sleepy.” (They’re a Weird Mob, pp. 55-56) In a 
period of assimilationist propaganda during which Northern Italians were definitely 
preferred to their Southern opposite, these writers played an influential role in both 
reinforcing the denigrating vision of the latter and keeping white hegemony intact by 
textually reiterating the identitarian representation of the other in the hope of mirroring 
themselves as “white”. 
29. A. Stott, Comedy, p. 42. 
30. A. Stott, Comedy, pp. 27, 47, 31. 
31. David Carter, “O’Grady, John see ‘Culotta, Nino’”, p. 60. 
32. Gillian Whitlock, “Tainted Testimony: The Khouri Affair”, in Nolan and Dawson 
(eds), Who’s Who, pp. 165-77. 
33. Sneja Gunew, “Performing Ethnicity: The Demidenko show and its Gratifying 
Pathologies”, Australian Feminist Studies, 11 (23) April 1996, p. 60. 
34. Mishra, “Postmodern Racism”, p. 355. 
35. See Hage, op. cit., pp. 70-73; C. Mcleay, “Inventing Australia: a Critique of Recent 
Cultural Policy Rhetoric”, Australian Geographical Studies, 35.1 (March 1997), pp. 42-
43; Kerryn Goldsworthy, “‘Ordinary Australians’: Discourses of Race and Nation in 
Contemporary Australian Political Rhetoric”, in Adi Wimmer (ed.), Australian 
Nationalism Reconsidered: Maintaining a Monocultural Tradition in a Multicultural 
Society, Tübingen, Stauffenburg Verlag, 1999, p. 219. 
36. Slavoj Žižek, The Sublime Object of Ideology , London, Verso, 1989, pp. 21, 45. 
37. Hage, Against Paranoid Nationalism, pp.70-73. 
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Chakravorty Spivak”, HECATE. An Interdisciplinary Journal of Women’s Liberation, 
12 (1/2) 1986, p. 136. 
39. Freud, The Joke, p. 219. 
40. O’Grady, They’re a Weird Mob, p. 7.  
41. Otto Rank in his study on the double argues that “some typical motifs of the double-
phenomenon seem […] to be raised from their unconscious tragedy into the cognitive 
sphere of humour”. See Otto Rank, The Double. A Psychoanalytic Study, Trans. H. 
Tucker, London, Maresfield Library, [1914] 1989, p. 16. 
42. John O’Grady to John O’Grady JNR 12 February 1958, qtd in Carter, “O’Grady, 
John see ‘Culotta, Nino’”, p. 65. 
43. Freud, “The Uncanny”, p. 630. The double is uncanny because it signifies, Freud 
says, “a regression to a time when the ego had not yet marked itself off sharply from the 
external world and from other people” (p. 631). 
44. The term “going troppo” is Australian for the more common literary trope of “going 
native”. The threat is associated with inter-racial sex or cultural involvement 
underlying, in both cases, an enjoyment of the other (a desire) shifting into degeneracy 
(see Bill Ashcroft et al., Post-Colonial Studies, London and New York, Routledge, 
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