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Abstract 

This thesis is an inquiry into the possibility of Aboriginal autonomy under the regime of a 
state policy which commands self determination. Debate about policy has been dominated 
by Western scientific, political and professional knowledge, which is challenged by 
indigenous paradigms grounded in the Dreaming. A recognition of the role of paradox 
leads me to an attempt at reconciliation between the old and the new Australian 
intellectual traditions.  

The thesis advances the theory of internal colonialism by identifying self-determination as 
its current phase. During more than 200 years of colonial history the relationship between 
Aborigines and the state has been increasingly contradictory. The current policy of self-
determination is a political paradox. Aboriginal people must either conform to the policy 
by disobeying it, or reject the policy in obedience to it. Through the policy of self-
determination the state constructs a relationship of dependent autonomy with Aboriginal 
people.  

In a two-year (1994-95) action research project Kitya Aboriginal Health Action Group 
was set up to empower a local community to establish an Aboriginal health service despite 
opposition from the Government Health Service. In collaboration with local general 
practitioners and volunteers the action group opened a health centre. After the end of 
formal field work government funding and support for the health service was granted. 

The project illustrated the paradox of dependent autonomy. What appeared as successful 
community development was not development, and what appeared as destructive 
factionalism was empowering. Strategies for change made use of contradictions and 
paradoxes within the state. As an innovation in the practice of social change, the thesis 
begins the construction of a model for indigenous community action for self-determination 
in health.  
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participants was not possible. Some out of pocket expenses incurred by Aboriginal 
participants was reimbursed from a small University grant, and the Faculty of Health 
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no personal remuneration from the project. 

This thesis and the project it reports complies with the NHMRC Statement on Scientific 
Practice, NH&MRC Guidelines on Ethics in Aboriginal Research and the Statement of 
Principles and Procedures for the Conduct of Research issued by the Sydney University 
Koori Centre. The project was approved by the Deakin University Ethics Committee in 
June 1993, The University of Sydney Human Ethics Committee in May 1994, and 
endorsed by The University of Sydney Koori Research Committee in March 1993.  
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Originality 
I first thought of the idea of dependent autonomy while writing a case study of 
development in north Australia as part of a Master of Development Studies program at 
Deakin University (Hughes 1991: 28). A paper on self-determination to the 1993 
Australasian Political Studies Association Conference (Hughes 1993) was based on work 
undertaken towards the Doctor of Philosophy degree. With revision this was published in 
Australian Journal of Social Issues in November 1995 (Hughes 1995), and with minor 
changes this became Chapter Error! Reference source not found. in this thesis.  

All research activity, including literature review, fieldwork, data collection, analysis and 
reporting was my own. The notion of dependent autonomy, which is tested in this thesis, 
is an original contribution to the theory of internal colonialism. The model of indigenous 
community action presented in Chapter Error! Reference source not found. is an 
original contribution to practice knowledge.  

Being White 
This thesis is in part a record of my thinking about being white in black Australia. As a 
non-indigenous person it is hard to write an academic thesis about self-determination in a 
way which empowers people who have been oppressed by my mob for 200 years. I hope 
the action research project reported here and the thesis itself, in a small way, helps 
Aboriginal empowerment and self-determination. But there is a risk that retaining the 
traditional thesis form may contribute to the continuing intellectual colonisation of 
Aboriginal Australia. The inclusion of elements of indigenous thought may help 
intellectual decolonisation, and may also be part of the domestication of Aboriginal 
thinking. The final chapter of the thesis attempts to suggest some implications of this 
study for action to empower Aborigines. The first thing we whitefellas have to do sort out 
what is happening inside our heads. One sub-text that I am aware of is that the liberation 
of white Australia is irreversibly and intimately bound up with the liberation and 
empowerment of indigenous people. 
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