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Abstract	

High	rates	of	unemployment	amongst	 Indigenous	Australians	 in	comparison	 to	

non-Indigenous	 Australians	 have	 been	 rendered	 a	 public	 policy	 problem	 by	

successive	 Australian	 Governments.	 The	 solutions	 are	 often	 coercive	 forms	 of	

neoliberal	 governance.	 Despite	 policy	 interventions	 targeting	 such	 populations	

in	urban	 areas	with	 an	 availability	 of	 jobs,	 unemployment	 rates	 remain	higher	

than	 for	 the	 non-Indigenous	 population.	 This	 thesis	 introduces	 a	 new	

conceptualisation	 of	 policy	 and	 governance	 limitations	 and	 social	 action	 to	

contribute	 to	 understandings	 of	 unsuccessful	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

outcomes.	

I	 utilise	 the	 concept	of	metis	 knowledge	–	 a	 form	of	 know-how	 that	originates	

from	 contextualised,	 practical	 experience	 –	 to	 critique	 policy	 and	 illustrate	 its	

role	 in	 limiting	 the	 aims	 of	 governance.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 that	

governs	 through	pedagogical	 technologies	applied	 to	 the	 Indigenous	workforce	

demonstrates	this	 limitation	through	its	assumptions	that	 the	metis	knowledge	

required	 to	 become	 ‘work-ready’	 can	 be	 transferred	 unproblematically.	Where	

Indigenous	people	are	driven	by	different	motivations,	 ideas	and	aspirations	 in	

relation	 to	 work,	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 face	 the	 issue	 of	

epistemological	 dissonance.	 That	 is,	 the	 transferability	 of	 metis	 knowledge	

places	 a	 limit	 on	 the	 ability	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy’s	 aim	 to	 create	

‘work-ready’	subjects.	



	 x	

	

I	combine	a	critical	and	comparative	methodological	approach	to	analysing	both	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 and	 interviews	 conducted	 with	

Indigenous	 respondents.	 I	 apply	 a	 critical	 discourse	 analysis	 to	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	documents	to	reveal	an	underlying	work-readiness	discourse	

and	to	highlight	its	effects	and	assumptions.	I	also	thematically	analyse	interview	

material	 to	 uncover	 Indigenous	 respondents’	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 their	

reactions	 to	 the	 imposition	of	 ‘work-readiness	metis	knowledge’.	A	key	 finding	

arising	 from	 my	 comparison	 of	 these	 two	 datasets	 is	 that	 respondents	

experienced	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 ‘shamejob’	 in	 relation	 to	mainstream	work	

and	workplaces.	 That	 is,	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 creates	 ‘institutionally	

generated	 shamejob’.	 The	 clash	 between	 two	 sets	 of	metis	 knowledges	 caused	

many	 to	 feel	 discouraged	 and	 demotivated	 in	 relation	 to	 participating	 in	 or	

finding	 work.	 I	 discuss	 these	 findings	 and	 their	 implications	 for	 policy	 and	

governance	theory.	In	particular,	there	is	a	need	for	policy	to	recognise	diverse	

orientations	 to	 work,	 and	 for	 a	 more	 epistemologically	 oriented	 view	 of	 how	

governance	in	plural	liberal	democratic	societies	functions	or	not.	

	

	

	
	
	
	 	



	
	

1	

Chapter	1:	Governing	pluralistic	liberal	democratic	societies	
and	metis	knowledge:	the	problem	of	Indigenous	
unemployment	
	

1.1	Introduction	
	

Advanced	 liberal	 democratic	 states	 use	 the	 obligation	 to	 participate	 in	 paid	

employment	 as	 a	 key	 strategy	 to	 create	 active	 citizens	who	manage	 their	 own	

social	and	economic	 risk.	 Indigenous	Australians	are	 identified	as	being	at	 risk	

due	 to	 higher	 levels	 of	 unemployment	 in	 comparison	 to	 the	 non-Indigenous	

population.	 They	 are	 therefore	 identified	 as	 targets	 for	 the	 Australian	 state’s	

policies	 and	 governmental	 interventions	 that	 attempt	 to	 induce	 behavioural	

change	 and	 increase	 employability	 and	 employment	 rates.	 Low	 levels	 of	

employment	 amongst	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 described	 as	 a	 ‘problem’	 of	

government,	 which	 the	 Australian	 state	 attempts	 to	 solve	 by	 devising	 policy	

solutions.		

	

Despite	 successive	 policies	 addressing	 this	 problem,	 Indigenous	 employment	

rates	remain	lower	than	non-Indigenous	levels.	This	problem	is	made	even	more	

apparent	 in	 areas	with	 an	 availability	 of	 jobs,	 such	 as	Darwin,	 that	 experience	

persistently	lower	rates	of	employment	for	Indigenous	people.	I	argue	that	part	

of	 the	 explanation	 for	 this	 is	 the	 failure	 of	 policy	 to	 adequately	 address	 the	

ontological	 and	 epistemological	 gap	 that	 exists	 between	 the	 dominant	 policy	

approaches	and	Indigenous	understandings	of	work	and	employment.	Interview	

data	 analysis	 reveals	 that	 Indigenous	 perceptions	 of	 work	 and	 employment	

stand	in	contrast	to	the	objectives	underpinning	dominant	policy	approaches	to	
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engaging	Indigenous	people	in	employment,	such	as	work-readiness,	and	suggest	

that	these	policies	are	not	effective.	

	

This	 thesis	highlights	 this	dynamic	by	 focusing	on	the	 inappropriateness	of	 the	

Australian	 state’s	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 for	 Indigenous	 people	 and	

exposing	 the	 limits	 of	 neoliberal	 forms	 of	 governing	 plural	 liberal	 democratic	

societies.	 Interventions	 into	 Indigenous	 lives	 by	 the	 Australian	 state	 are	

predicated	 on	 western	 values,	 institutions	 and	 beliefs	 about	 what	 constitutes	

work-readiness,	 forming	 the	 basis	 of	 prescriptions	 for	 what	 Indigenous	

Australians	need	 to	do	 to	achieve	 it.	This	 research	does	not	 intend	 to	 focus	on	

what	Indigenous	people	are	expected	to	do	but	rather	what	they	are	expected	to	

know	in	order	to	become	work-ready.	A	key	method	for	doing	this	is	combining	

critical	 and	 comparative	 approaches	 to	 scrutinise	 the	 established	 ways	 of	

thinking,	 logic	 and	 knowledge	 that	 inform	 neoliberal	 discourses	within	 policy.	

This	 research	 gives	 Indigenous	 voices	 and	 perspectives	 a	 central	 place	 in	 this	

analysis	in	order	to	highlight	the	assumptions	underlying	the	state’s	intentions	in	

regard	 to	 improving	 employment	 outcomes.	 This	 will	 contribute	 to	

understandings	 of	 policy	 failure	 in	 the	 context	 of	 disparate	 epistemologies	 in	

order	to	address	the	lack	of	insight	into	how	Indigenous	people	understand	what	

the	state	expects	them	to	know.	

	

I	 propose	 using	 the	 concept	 of	 ‘metis	 knowledge’	 for	 understanding	 the	

mismatch	between	policy	expectations	and	Indigenous	perspectives	on	work	and	

employment.	 Strategies	 used	 to	 govern	 Indigenous	 subjects	 have	 often	 been	

described	in	terms	of	coercive	modes	of	neoliberal	governance.	I	instead	focus	on	
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how	particular	 forms	 of	 knowledge	 –	 in	 particular	Metis	 knowledge	 or	 ‘know-

how’	 –	 are	 both	 necessary	 for	 governance	 to	 be	 enacted	 properly,	 while	 also	

limiting	 its	 effectiveness	 (Scott,	1998).	 James	C	Scott	 is	 a	political	 scientist	 and	

anthropologist	specialising	in	studies	of	non-state	societies	and	the	dynamics	of	

resistance	between	these	populations	and	the	state,	and	has	employed	the	term	

metis	 knowledge	 to	 conceptualise	 these	 dynamics.	 ‘Metis’	 refers	 to	 an	 ancient	

Greek	 term	 that	 describes	 forms	 of	 knowledge	 such	 as	 know-how.	 I	 have	

responded	 to	 Scott’s	 (1998)	 theorisation	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 in	 this	 way	 to	

further	 conceptualise	 how	 populations	 are	 governed	 or	 not.	 The	 use	 of	

pedagogical	 techniques	 in	 governing	 through	 employment	 illustrates	 how	 the	

governance	 of	 plural	 liberal	 democratic	 societies	 is	 inherently	 limited	 in	 its	

capacity	to	induce	behavioural	change.		

	

Understanding	 governance	 in	 terms	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 can	 contribute	 to	 an	

explanation	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 failure	 and	 the	 difficulties	 in	

governing	pluralistic	 liberal	 democratic	 states	more	 generally.	 As	 an	 analytical	

tool,	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	reveals	the	centrality	of	know-how	to	social	

action	 and	 interaction	 and	 recognises	 that	meaning	making	 and	 interpretation	

are	 a	 fundamental	 dynamic	 of	 governing	 a	 population.	 Governmentality	

literature	 explores	 how	 power	 relations	 operate	 and	 are	 reproduced	 through	

establishing	systems	of	truth	and	can	overlook	the	role	of	meaning	making	and	

know-how	in	 this	process	(see,	 for	example,	Dean,	2010,	Fodge,	2008,	Hindess,	

2001,	Rose	and	Miller,	1992).	 Investigating	the	differences	between	Indigenous	

peoples’	forms	of	metis	knowledge	and	those	embedded	in	official	state	policies	

can	reveal	this	dynamic	and	open	new	ways	of	understanding	policy	failure.		
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1.2	Indigenous	employment		
	

Indigenous	 Australians’	 low	 participation	 in	 the	 formal	 economy	 is	 well	

documented,	with	high	rates	of	unemployment	and	part-time	employment	(Gray	

and	Chapman,	2006;	Kalb	et	al.,	2012).	2011	census	statistics	show	that	of	the	56	

per	 cent	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 participating	 in	 the	 labour	 force,	 17.2	 per	 cent	

were	unemployed,	a	rate	three	times	higher	than	the	non-Indigenous	rate.	In	the	

same	period,	9.6	per	cent	of	the	total	population	of	Indigenous	Australians	were	

unemployed,	 compared	 to	 4.2	 per	 cent	 of	 non-Indigenous	 Australians	 (ABS,	

2013).	Unemployment	 is	especially	high	 in	remote	communities.	 In	2014–2015	

only	35.1	per	cent	of	all	Indigenous	people	of	workforce	age	in	very	remote	areas	

were	employed,	compared	with	57.5	per	cent	in	the	major	cities	(PMC,	2017:	56).		

	

Explanations	 include	 a	 history	 of	 dispossession	 and	 marginalisation,	 with	

colonisation	resulting	in	land	seizures	that	impoverished	Indigenous	people	and	

relegated	 them	 to	 a	marginal	 position	 in	 the	 non-Indigenous	 economy	 (Lloyd,	

2010:	 24).	 Structural	 forms	of	 discrimination	 and	 racism	 continue	 to	 reinforce	

Indigenous	 levels	 of	 disadvantage	 (Cowlishaw,	 1999;	 Howard-Wagner,	 2012).	

Racism	 that	 occurs	 at	 the	 level	 of	 everyday	 interaction	 also	 discourages	

individuals	 from	 supplying	 their	 labour	 levels	 and	 limits	 opportunities	 (Lahn,	

2012).	Biddle	et	al.	(2013)	note	that	40	per	cent	of	Indigenous	people	who	were	

employed	 in	 2008	 reported	 feeling	 discriminated	 against,	 indicating	 that	 this	

perpetuates	disadvantage.		
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Several	factors	can	partly	explain	the	limited	participation	of	Indigenous	people	

in	 mainstream	 labour	 markets.	 This	 includes	 poor	 health,	 high	 levels	 of	

incarceration,	 housing	 exclusion,	 poor	 educational	 outcomes	 and	 limited	

vocational	 training,	 as	 well	 as	 the	 impact	 of	 large	 family	 size	 and	 numbers	 of	

dependents	(Biddle	et	al.,	2014;	Stephens,	2010).	

	

Analyses	 of	 statistical	 data	 indicate	 that	 interactions	 with	 the	 criminal	 justice	

system	 are	 a	 significant	 factor	 contributing	 to	 higher	 levels	 of	 unemployment	

amongst	Indigenous	people	(Borland	and	Hunter,	2000,	Hunter,	2006,	Halchuck,	

2006).	 Indigenous	 Australians	 are	 overrepresented	 in	 the	 prison	 population,	

where	 Indigenous	offenders	are	sentenced	to	prison	at	nearly	 twice	the	rate	of	

non-Indigenous	 Australians	 (Hunter,	 2006:	 217).	 Borland	 and	 Hunter	 (2000)	

find	 that	 having	 a	 history	 of	 arrest	 has	 a	 negative	 impact	 on	 employment	

outcomes.	The	disparity	 in	arrest	rates	may	explain	differences	 in	employment	

rates	 between	 Indigenous	 and	 non-Indigenous	 Australians	 (Halchuck,	 2006).	

Hunter	 (2006:	 221)	 notes	 that	 the	 significant	 correlation	 between	 arrest	 and	

employment	 status	 remains	 after	 controlling	 for	 socioeconomic	 factors.	 This	

correlation	 implies	 a	 significant	 social	 cost	 of	 contact	with	 the	 criminal	 justice	

system.	 For	 example,	 a	 criminal	 record	 may	 act	 as	 a	 stigma	 and	 affect	 an	

individual’s	ability	to	be	hired	by	an	employer,	as	well	as	affecting	a	job	seeker’s	

motivation	to	obtain	work	(Hunter,	2006:	219).	More	recent	scholarship	(Biddle	

et	al,	2013,	Giles	et	al,	2015)	demonstrates	that	disproportionately	high	rates	of	

incarceration	 continue	 to	have	 the	 effect	 of	 excluding	many	 Indigenous	people	

from	participating	 in	wage	 labour	and	entering	 the	 labour	market.	Biddle	et	 al	
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(2013:	 103)	 state	 that	 the	 effect	 of	 incarceration	on	 employment	 is	 difficult	 to	

measure	 as	 it	 involves	 a	 bi-directional	 relationship.	 For	 example,	 Giles	 et	 al	

(2015)	demonstrate	 how	 the	 everyday	 lived	 experience	 of	 Indigenous	 inmates	

makes	 it	difficult	 for	 them	to	acquire	skills	and	maintain	employment,	due	to	a	

combination	 of	 factors	 that	 both	 contribute	 to	 high	 rates	 of	 incarceration	 and	

that	are	also	a	result	of	being	incarcerated.		

	

	Lower	 levels	 of	 social	 capital	 that	 create	 job	 opportunities	 have	 also	 been	

identified	 as	 impacting	 negatively	 on	 Indigenous	 employment	 outcomes	

(Anderson,	 2011;	 Gray	 and	Hunter,	 2005:	 81;	 Lahn,	 2012).	 Geographic	 factors	

affect	the	rate	of	employment,	as	 fewer	 jobs	are	available	to	Indigenous	people	

living	in	remote	areas	where	the	demand	for	labour	is	lower	(Altman	et	al.,	2006;	

Gray	 and	 Chapman,	 2006).	 Macroeconomic	 issues	 such	 as	 downturns	 in	 the	

national	 and	 global	 economy	 also	 have	 negative	 effects	 on	 low	 skilled	 or	

inexperienced	workers,	 which	 is	 a	major	 component	 of	 the	 Indigenous	 labour	

force	(Altman	et	al.,	2008).		

	

Since	 2008,	 the	 Australian	 state’s	 response	 to	 Indigenous	 unemployment	 has	

been	 framed	within	 its	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy,	 which	 is	 a	 bilateral	 agreement	

between	the	Commonwealth	and	the	states	and	territories	aimed	at	eliminating	

the	statistical	gap	between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	Australians	in	health	

and	 life	 expectancy	 outcomes.	 Improving	 Indigenous	 employment	 outcomes	

comprises	one	of	six	core	policy	areas.	The	primary	vehicle	for	achieving	the	goal	

of	 halving	 the	 employment	 gap	 by	 2017	 has	 been	 the	 National	 Partnership	

Agreement	on	Indigenous	Economic	Participation.	In	a	recent	assessment	on	the	
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achievements	of	Closing	the	Gap,	the	Australian	Federal	government	reports	that	

the	 employment	 targets	 are	 ‘not	 on	 track’	 (PMC,	 2017:	 55).	 Despite	 targeted	

policies	 and	 funding,	 and	 the	 persistence	 of	 policy	 failure,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	

examine	how	the	policies	 themselves	might	be	 implicated	 in	 these	results.	 I	do	

this	 by	 investigating	 the	 epistemological	 and	 ontological	 assumptions	

underpinning	the	state’s	construction	of	the	problem.		

	

1.3	The	problem	of	Indigenous	employment:	Conceptualising	
governmentality,	neoliberal	governance,	the	state	and	metis	knowledge	
	

Public	policies	are	problematizing	activities,	meaning	they	identify	problems	and	

their	 solutions.	 When	 the	 Australian	 state	 represents	 levels	 of	 Indigenous	

employment	as	a	problem	it	implies	a	particular	understanding	of	what	needs	to	

change.	The	way	problems	are	represented	through	rationales	for	their	solutions	

entail	 defined	 presuppositions	 that	 play	 a	 central	 role	 in	 how	 Indigenous	

Australians	are	governed.	 I	draw	on	the	 following	key	concepts	 to	explain	how	

Indigenous	employment	policy	is	a	problematising	activity:	governmentality,	the	

state,	neoliberal	governance,	employment	and	Metis	knowledge.		

	

1.3.1	Governmentality	and	the	state	
	

The	 term	 governmentality	 refers	 to	 an	 analytical	 and	 theoretical	 stance	 that	

examines	endeavours	that	attempt	to	alter	or	direct	the	conduct	of	others.	This	

emphasises	the	way	in	which	the	thinking	involved	in	practices	of	government	is	

implicit	and	embedded	 in	 language	and	other	 technical	 instruments,	and	 taken	
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for	 granted	 by	 its	 practitioners	 (Dean,	 2010:	 25).	 A	 governmentality	 focussed	

analysis	investigates	the	expertise,	vocabulary,	theories,	ideas,	philosophies	and	

forms	of	knowledge	that	authority	draws	upon,	but	does	not	read	these	in	terms	

of	values	that	underlie	them	(Dean,	2010:	45).	Applying	this	form	of	analysis	to	

Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 reveals	 how	 the	 presuppositions	 underlying	

them	 take	 the	 form	 of	 implicit	 and	 culturally	 variable	 work-readiness	 skills	

required	for	navigating	the	labour	market	and	the	workplace.	

Adopting	 a	 governmentality	 theoretical	 stance	 means	 considering	 how	 the	

Australian	 state	 elicits,	 promotes,	 facilitates	 and	 attributes	 work-readiness	

knowledge,	including	the	capacities,	qualities	and	statuses	of	work-readiness	to	

particular	agents.	These	practices	are	understood	to	be	successful	to	the	extent	

that	agents	come	to	experience	themselves	through	such	capacities,	qualities	and	

statuses	(Dean,	2010:	44).	In	this	way,	a	governmentality	theoretical	perspective	

permits	 an	 investigation	 into	 the	 relative	 success	 and	 limitations	 of	 work-

readiness	 practices	 by	 looking	 at	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 Indigenous	 subjects	

actually	experience	themselves	in	the	terms	set	out	by	the	government.	I	employ	

governmentality	 as	 a	 critical	 perspective	 and	 apply	 it	 to	 my	 reading	 and	

interpretation	 of	 policy	 documents.	 This	 involves	 identifying	 hidden	

assumptions	 and	 presuppositions	 by	 asking	 probing	 questions	 throughout	 the	

reading	of	a	text.	

	

The	 state	 is	 a	 default	 setting	 for	 governing	 contemporary	 liberal-democratic	

societies	 (du	 Gay,	 2012	 404).	 The	 idea	 of	 governmentality	 originated	 in	 the	

attempt	to	demonstrate	how	the	behaviour	of	a	set	of	individuals	is	involved	in	

the	exercise	of	sovereign	power	 linked	to	 the	state,	which	maintains	order	and	
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discipline	 by	 ensuring	 the	 welfare	 of	 individuals	 (Rabinow,	 1997:	 68).	 State	

theory	 involves	 looking	 for	 the	 source	of	power	believed	 to	 reside	 in	 the	 state	

and	attempting	to	identify	it	(Dean,	1999:	16).	These	theories	examine	legitimacy	

and	 sovereignty	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 consent	 and	 obedience	 of	 the	 governed.	 A	

governmentality	perspective	originates	from	a	constructionist	viewpoint,	which	

looks	to	the	state’s	effects	in	terms	of	the	relations	between	a	range	of	materials	

and	mundane	practices.		

	

The	 state	 can	 be	 understood	 variously	 by	 its	 legal	 capacities,	 institutional	

composition	 and	 boundaries,	 internal	 operations	 and	 modes	 of	 calculation,	

declared	aims,	functions	for	society,	or	sovereign	place	in	international	systems	

(Jessop,	 2006:	 112).	 For	 the	 purposes	 of	 analysis	 here	 it	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 a	

centralised	set	of	 institutions	that	 is	reified	and	empowered	through	particular	

social	 and	 institutional	 transactions	 and	 relations	 that	 wield	 authority	 over	 a	

nation	 (Fisher,	 2013:	 252).	 The	 state	 can	 refer	 to	 both	 the	 Australian	 federal	

government	 and	 the	 Northern	 Territory	 government	 for	 the	 purposes	 of	 this	

research.		

	

Governmentality	as	 theory	and	as	a	mode	of	analysis	can	overlook	 the	ways	 in	

which	 power	 is	 differentially	 available	 to	 different	 people.	 The	 programmatic	

form	 of	 governmentality	 aims	 to	 render	 visible	 the	 technologies	 and	 liberal	

strategies	 of	 rule	 and	 how	 they	 achieve	 their	 effects	 (O’Malley,	 1998:	 156).	

However,	 an	 overdrawn	 focus	 on	 politics	 as	 mentalities	 of	 rule	 can	 portray	

government	programs	as	univocal	and	overly	coherent	and	systematic	(Weir,	et	

al.,	1997:	501).	One	implication	is	that	government	is	understood	as	a	practical	



	
	

10	

exercise	rather	than	a	reflection	of	the	art	of	rule.	If	power	is	reduced	to	a	set	of	

universally	 applicable	 technologies,	 this	 can	 ignore	 other	 patterns	 of	 rule	

including	 how	 class,	 race,	 financial	 relations	 and	 violence,	 as	 well	 as	 the	

constitutive	role	of	resistance	shape	the	state’s	deployment	of	its	powers	(Jessop,	

2006:	121,	O’Malley	et	al,	1997).		

	

Australia’s	 liberal	 democratic	 state	 presents	 itself	 as	 universalist,	 meaning	 it	

applies	laws	equally	to	the	whole	population	(Helliwell	and	Hindess,	2002:	140).	

However,	 the	 rule	 of	 uniformity	 in	 liberal	 democratic	 rule	 is	 not	 applied	 to	

Indigenous	Australians	who	are	subject	to	a	disproportionate	amount	of	control.	

A	 central	 claim	of	 liberal	political	 reason	 is	 that	 individuals	 and	groups	 can	be	

governed	 by	 promoting	 self-governance.	 Accordingly,	 those	 people	 judged	 not	

able	to	govern	themselves	are	seen	to	require	more	coercive	forms	of	governing	

(Helliwell	and	Hindess,	2002:	141).	Coercive	forms	of	governance	focus	on	what	

form	 of	 government	 is	 best	 for	 those	who	 are	 to	 be	 governed,	 rather	 than	 on	

what	they	might	decide	for	themselves	(Helliwell	and	Hindess,	2002:	146).	I	use	

the	concept	of	the	state	to	accompany	a	governmentality	analysis	and	represent	

in	 a	 more	 holistic	 way	 how	 particular	 forms	 of	 power	 are	 embedded	 in	

Indigenous	employment	policy.		

	

The	disproportionate	amount	of	control	exercised	over	Indigenous	people	

influences	the	nature	of	political	relationships	in	the	Australian	liberal	and	

settler	colonial	contexts.		For	this	reason,	I	focus	on	‘government’	as	the	state	as	

it	is	described	here,	and	make	its	governmental	actions	the	object	of	analysis.	

Political	realities	in	Australia	are	plural	and	contested,	meaning	the	Australian	
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state’s	sovereignty	is	not	absolute.	Many	Indigenous	people	consider	themselves	

to	be	members	of	political	communities	rather	than	citizens	of	the	state,	and	seek	

sovereignty	in	the	form	of	recognition,	inclusion	and	negotiation	over	particular	

rights	(Maddison,	2009:	51).	Strakosch	(2015)	argues	that	because	of	the	state’s	

precarious	sovereign	legitimacy	it	needs	to	demonstrate	its	continued	utility	to	

uphold	its	authority	through	problematising	Indigenous	populations.	It	does	this	

by	unilaterally	representing	Indigenous	people	as	failing	to	be	employed	and	as	

requiring	improvement	through	state	assistance.	Despite	the	existence	of	

Indigenous	governmental	bodies,	minority	Indigenous	populations	cannot	fully	

escape	the	influence	or	control	of	institutions	operating	on	behalf	of	the	

Australian	state.		

	

1.3.2	Employment	
	

Contingent	 historical	 and	 contemporary	 mentalities	 of	 rule	 that	 have	 shaped	

mainstream,	western	conceptions	of	work	and	approaches	to	employment	have	

also	 influenced	 the	way	 in	which	 Indigenous	 unemployment	 is	 problematised.		

Walter	 (2000:	 14)	 notes	 that	 recognising	 the	 problem	 of	 unemployment	 is	

influenced	 by	 the	 way	 employment	 is	 constituted	 as	 a	 well-regulated	 form	 of	

social	 and	 economic	 activity.	 That	 is,	 employment	 is	 configured	 as	 both	 a	

problem	 to	be	 solved	and	as	a	 tool	 for	ordering	 subjectivity	and	 fostering	 self-

governance	 practices	 within	 the	 population.	 A	 central	 role	 of	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 is	 to	 encourage	 and	 induce	 conformity	 to	 particular	

understandings	of,	and	orientations	towards,	labour	and	employment.		
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The	meanings	attached	to	work	are	multiple,	as	Ortiz	explains	(1994:	896):	‘The	

significance	of	work	is	drawn	from,	and	reflects,	the	social	contexts	of	production	

and	exchange	and	the	socio-economic	relations	implied	by	it’.	Work	is	commonly	

understood	 as	 an	 abstracted	 utility	 for	 personal	 gain	 and	 accumulation,	 as	 a	

source	of	satisfaction,	a	means	to	an	end,	a	mode	of	social	contact	and	a	central	

mechanism	 through	 which	 people	 create	 their	 sense	 of	 identity	 and	 actively	

connect	 with	 the	 world	 (Arthur,	 1999:	 2;	 Gibson,	 2010:	 127).	 My	 analysis	 is	

concerned	with	Indigenous	orientations	to	and	experiences	of	mainstream	work.	

Accordingly	the	definition	of	work	used	here	refers	to	mainstream	conceptions	

of	 work	 underlying	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy,	 which	 are	 centred	 on	

productivity.	That	is,	human	activity	is	considered	to	be	work	or	labour	when	it	

produces	commodities	with	exchange	value,	as	opposed	to	leisure	activity	which	

does	not.	According	 to	 this	criteria,	work	can	be	defined	broadly	as	purposeful	

human	 activity	 involving	 physical	 or	 mental	 exertion	 that	 is	 not	 undertaken	

solely	 for	 pleasure	 and	 that	 has	 value	 (Budd,	 2011:	 2).	 The	 productivist	

definition	 of	 work	 originates	 from	 conditions	 influenced	 by	 industrialisation,	

which	 created	wage	 labour	 as	 the	 sole	 source	 of	 subsistence	 (Budd,	 2011:	 8).	

Further,	 the	 workplace	 is	 defined	 as	 a	 particular	 sphere	 where	 work	 is	

conducted	and	can	be	any	physical	place.	Within	mainstream	conceptions,	 it	 is	

often	perceived	to	be	a	formally	structured	and	technical	setting	that	is	separate	

from	the	household	or	informal	settings.	

	

In	 the	 context	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy,	 work	 is	 understood	 more	

narrowly	as	paid	employment,	in	which	an	individual	exchanges	their	labour	for	

a	wage	or	other	commodity.	Developments	that	occurred	during	the	early	period	
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of	 industrialisation	 caused	 work	 and	 employment	 to	 be	 defined	 as	 regulated	

activities	–	distinguished	from	leisure	–	meaning	unemployment	could	therefore	

be	portrayed	as	needing	governmental	intervention	(Walters,	2000:	26).	Work	is	

a	tool	of	governance	as	it	defines	the	proper	behaviour,	attitudes,	know-how	and	

competencies	 that	 one	 needs	 to	 adopt	 in	 order	 to	 become	 employed	 and	 a	

responsible	 citizen.	 That	 is,	 becoming	 employed	 according	 to	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	requires	acquiring	appropriate	metis	knowledge.	In	this	case,	

I	use	the	concept	of	work	is	an	example	of	a	tool	for	governing	a	population	and	

its	 limitations.	This	definition	 is	used	as	a	point	of	 comparison	 to	demonstrate	

the	 differences	 between	 mainstream	 and	 Indigenous	 conceptions	 of	 work.	 As	

will	be	discussed	below,	 Indigenous	Australians’	understandings	of	work	differ	

to	 these	 mainstream	 conceptions	 of	 work.	 Many	 Indigenous	 people	 engage	 in	

alternative	 forms	 of	 work	 that	 do	 not	 necessarily	 align	 with	 the	 aims	 of	

Indigenous	employment	policies.	

	

1.3.3	Neoliberal	governance	
	

The	problem	of	Indigenous	employment	is	conceived	in	terms	of	a	perceived	lack	

of	uptake	of	employment,	defined	according	to	mainstream,	western	conceptions	

of	what	constitutes	work.	As	a	consequence,	 the	rationale	 for	the	policy	goal	of	

increasing	 Indigenous	 employment	 rates	 has	 an	 implicit	 project	 of	 Indigenous	

improvement	and	normalisation.	Employment	is	one	of	the	indices	of	inequality	

used	 by	 the	 state	 to	 justify	 its	 policy	 interventions,	 but	 the	 way	 in	 which	

inequality	 is	measured	 and	 understood	 is	 taken	 for	 granted	 and	 embedded	 in	

neoliberal	 values	 of	 individualism,	 material	 wealth,	 and	 self-responsibility	
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(Macdonald	 and	 Spruyt,	 2014:	 105).	 These	 assumptions	 lie	 behind	 the	 state’s	

problematisation	of	Indigenous	people’s	relationship	to	the	labour	market	

	

Neoliberalism	can	be	described	as	a	theory	of	political	economic	practices,	which	

proposes	 that	 wellbeing	 is	 best	 advanced	 by	 liberating	 individual	

entrepreneurial	 freedoms	 and	 skills	 within	 an	 institutional	 framework	

characterised	 by	 strong	 property	 rights,	 free	 markets	 and	 free	 trade	 (Harvey,	

2005:	2).	Neoliberalism	as a philosophy or ideology argues that the operation of 

the market is seen as capable of acting as a guide for all human action. Neoliberal	

governance	 is	 similar	 to	 liberal	 governance	 in	 that	 it	 seeks	 to	 rule	 through	

subjects’	 freedom	 or	 their	 capacity	 to	 act.	 However,	 neoliberal	 governance	

introduces	a	distinctive	conception	of	 freedom	that	 is	ambiguous.	That	 is,	 to	be	

free	 one	 must	 be	 shaped	 or	 guided	 into	 being	 capable	 or	 responsible	 of	

exercising	 that	 freedom.	 On	 the	 one	 hand	 subjects	 are	 enabled	 to	 utilise	 their	

capabilities	or	agency,	while	on	the	other	hand	norms	and	standards	are	set	 to	

measure	and	monitor	the	performance	of	subjects	and	their	agency	(Dean,	2010:	

193).	 Freedom	 in	 a	 neoliberal	 sense	 is	 imbued	 with	 terms	 and	 conditions.	 If	

these	are	not	met,	disciplinary	action	is	taken	to	either	modify	behaviour	or	deny	

the	 privileges	 that	 freedom	 provides.	 The	 ideology	 of	 freedom	 that	 underlies	

neoliberalism	 offers	 an	 insight	 into	 explaining	 how	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	fails.	Individual	freedom	implies	self-reliance	and	individual	choice,	which	

require	the	ability	to	make	choices	based	on	some	knowledge	and	understanding	

of	 the	 available	 information	 (Ward	 et	 al.,	 2009:	 66).	 In	 this	 case,	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 attempts	 to	 facilitate	 individual	 freedom	 through	 work-

readiness,	 which	 requires	 particular	 work-readiness	 skills	 and	 knowledge.	
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Understanding	Indigenous	employment	policy	in	these	terms	offers	a	conceptual	

tool	 for	unpacking	 the	 assumptions	 that	underlie	policy	problematisations	 and	

opening	a	critical	perspective	on	them.	 

	

Neoliberal	 governance	 attempts	 to	 construct	 self-regulating	 subjects	 based	 on	

market	 principles	 that	 espouse	 responsibility,	 initiative,	 competitiveness	 and	

risk-taking	and	industrious	effort	(Dean,	2010:	189).	The	neoliberal	approach	to	

governing	 populations	 reflects	 a	 conception	 of	 society	 as	 something	 to	 be	

facilitated	and	cultivated	 rather	 than	as	problematic	 and	 in	need	of	 regulation.	

That	 is,	 society	 is	 understood	 as	 a	 source	 of	 strategies	 contained	 within	

individuals	 who	 exercise	 freedom	 and	 self-responsibility	 rather	 than	 being	 in	

need	 (Dean,	 2010:	 179).	 The	 aim	 to	 create	 self-regulating	 subjects	 through	

neoliberal	governance	is	encapsulated	in	the	idea	of	the	active	citizen.	This	kind	

of	subject	takes	an	active	role	in	the	management	and	presentation	of	the	self,	to	

proactively	search	for	a	job	and	participate	in	the	labour	force.	Here,	the	role	of	

society	is	to	facilitate	participation	in	the	labour	market	through	education	and	

training	 that	 shape	 the	 conduct,	 aspirations,	 needs,	 desires	 and	 capacities	 of	

subjects	in	line	with	the	ideals	of	the	active	citizen	(Dean,	1995:	578).		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 maintains	 that	 teaching	 work-readiness	 skills	

and	knowledge	is	necessary	for	becoming	an	active	citizen	who	can	successfully	

find	and	keep	a	job	in	uncertain	circumstances.	I	apply	the	concept	of	neoliberal	

governance	 to	 critique	 this	 idea	 and	 demonstrate	 the	 logic	 underlying	 work-

readiness	 discourse.	 A	 governance-informed	 theoretical	 framework	 is	 well	

suited	 to	 the	 task	 of	 uncovering	 how	 work-readiness	 is	 a	 tool	 for	 shaping	
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subjectivities.	 This	 is	 because	 governance	 theory	 considers	how	 the	 capacities,	

qualities	and	statuses	linked	to	work-readiness	are	elicited,	promoted,	facilitated	

and	 attributed	 to	 particular	 agents	 by	 regimes	 of	 government	 and	 the	 relative	

success	of	this	(Dean,	2010:	44).		

	

The	 neoliberal	 logic	 of	 improving	 capacity	 drives	 current	 policy	 strategies	 to	

increase	 the	 rate	 of	 Indigenous	 employment.	 Current	 policy	 pursues	 the	

integration	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 into	 the	 mainstream	 market	 economy	 by	

reforming	 behaviour	 and	 upholding	 unsubsidised	 employment	 outcomes	 as	 a	

main	measure	of	success	(Dockery	and	Milsom,	2007:	14).	Elizabeth	Strakosch	is	

a	scholar	of	public	policy	and	politics	who	specialises	in	the	intersection	between	

social	 policy	 and	 political	 communities	 in	 liberal	 and	 settler	 colonial	 contexts.	

Strakosch	 argues	 that	 policy	 is	 also	 framed	 around	 Indigenous	 socio-economic	

needs	rather	than	political	recognition	(Strakosch,	2015:	4).	Underlying	this	are	

the	 political	 concepts	 of	 responsibility,	 capacity,	 freedom	 and	 rights,	 and	 a	

reconfiguration	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	 government	 and	 citizens.	

Citizens	 are	 not	 entitled	 to	 rights,	 but	 instead	 are	 expected	 to	 exercise	 their	

capacity	 responsibly	 in	 order	 to	 be	 considered	 autonomous	 and	 treated	

accordingly.	Under	 these	 arrangements	 the	 relationship	between	 the	 state	 and	

its	citizens	is	defined	in	terms	of	minimal	state	responsibilities	and	the	obligation	

of	 citizens	 to	 conform	 to	 mainstream	 behavioural	 norms	 (Ong,	 2006).		

Government	attempts	to	create	capacity	where	 it	 is	considered	to	be	 lacking	 in	

particular	 subjects,	 such	 as	 Indigenous	 Australians.	 	 Jon	 Altman,	 an	 economic	

anthropologist	 specialising	 in	 Indigenous	 forms	 of	 economic	 activity	 and	 its	

interaction	with	the	mainstream	Australian	economy	(2010:	278),	argues	that	a	
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goal	 of	 this	 is	 to	 transform	 Indigenous	 people	 into	 hard-working	 labourers	 or	

profit-driven	entrepreneurs	capable	of	acting	in	a	free	market	according	to	their	

individual	self-interest.		

	

In	 its	 efforts	 to	 transform	 the	 working-age	 population	 into	 self-responsible	

citizens,	 the	state	 tends	 to	divide	 the	Australian	population	 into	 those	who	can	

be	governed	through	their	self-governing	capacities	and	those	who	require	more	

authoritarian	 or	 paternalistic	 forms	 of	 governance.	 Those	 populations	 deemed	

too	 complacent	 or	 lacking	 in	 neoliberal	 potential	 are	 prone	 to	 be	 subject	 to	 a	

more	 coercive	 approach	 whose	 goal	 is	 to	 force	 subjects	 to	 adopt	 ‘correct’	

behaviours	 until	 they	 are	 able	 to	 act	 responsibly	 on	 their	 own	 accord	 (Ong,	

2006).	Mitchell	 Dean	 (2006),	 a	 political	 theorist	 primarily	 concerned	with	 the	

dynamics	of	power	in	advanced	liberal	democratic	societies,	argues	that	over	the	

last	 five	 decades	 strategies	 have	 become	 increasingly	 punitive,	 with	 access	 to	

state	benefits	tied	to	demands	that	recipients	meet	their	citizenship	obligations,	

such	as	entering	training	or	searching	for	work.		

	

The	capacitating	function	of	work-readiness,	which	enables	Indigenous	people	to	

become	 competitive	with	 non-Indigenous	 people	 in	 securing	market	 jobs,	 also	

indicates	 a	 form	 of	 pedagogic	 authority	 (Macdonald	 and	 Marston,	 2005).	

Pedagogic	 authority	 promotes	 self-governance	 through	 disciplinary	 practices.	

Capacities	 are	 produced	 and	 evaluated	 through	 disciplinary	 processes	 of	

observation,	 normalising	 judgement,	 and	 examination	 (Edwards	 and	 Nicoll,	

2004:	182).	This	way	of	governing	unemployment	acts	on	the	attitudes,	feelings,	

behaviours	and	dispositions	that	inhibit	the	unemployed	entering	or	returning	to	
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the	labour	market	(Dean,	1995:	572).	Shaping	an	individual’s	identity	is	central	

to	 this.	 Imparting	 knowledge	 and	 skills	 affects	 an	 unemployed	 individual’s	

subjectivity	and	identity	in	order	to	encourage	them	to	enter	the	workforce.	

	

1.3.4	Metis	knowledge	
	

The	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 complements	 my	 analysis	 of	 Indigenous	

employment	policy’s	 failure	 to	 increase	 levels	of	employment	and	create	active	

citizens	and	governable	subjects.	Indigenous	employment	policy	uses	the	notion	

of	 work-readiness	 to	 inculcate	 skills,	 knowledge	 and	 abilities	 in	 order	 to	

construct	 active	 citizens	who	 use	 their	 freedom	 responsibly.	 I	 draw	 on	 Scott’s	

(1998)	 use	 of	 the	 term	 to	 describe	 forms	 of	 know-how	 and	 intelligence	 that	

individuals	use	 to	 competently	manoeuvre	 the	social	and	natural	environment.	

Know-how	 as	 an	 ability	 implies	 a	 dispositional	 element	 comprised	 of	 three	

elements:	acting	rationally,	understanding,	and	responding	appropriately	and	in	

a	morally	correct	way	to	contextual	aspects	of	a	situation.	Knowledge	transfer	is	

the	main	mechanism	used	by	Indigenous	employment	policy	to	alter	Indigenous	

people	 into	work-ready	subjects.	The	concept	of	metis	knowledge	parallels	 the	

notion	of	procedural	knowledge.	Both	are	related	to	ability,	consist	of	knowing	

how	 and	 when	 to	 apply	 intuition	 or	 practical	 knowledge	 in	 situations	 where	

uncertainties	 are	 overwhelming,	 and	 encompass	 a	 capacity	 to	 respond	

adaptively	to	this	(Scott,	1998:	327;	Letiche	and	Statler,	2005:	3).		

	

The	 nature	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 has	 implications	 for	 the	 transmission	 of	

knowledge	to	the	governed	population.	The	difficulty	associated	with	governing	
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by	 transmitting	 metis	 knowledge	 becomes	 apparent	 when	 contrasting	

Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work	 and	 employment,	 and	 mainstream	

perspectives	 embedded	 in	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy.	 This	 is	 especially	

relevant	for	the	capacitating	function	of	neoliberal	governance	in	which	the	state	

attempts	to	teach	individuals	the	know-how	for	exercising	their	freedom	–	and	to	

self-govern	 –	 responsibly.	 My	 rendering	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	

differs	from	Scott’s	(1998)	use,	in	which	metis	knowledge	is	primarily	a	mode	of	

resistance	 against	 hegemonic,	 formalised	 systems	 of	 knowledge,	 or	 techne.	 I	

instead	 focus	 on	 how	 the	 state	 attempts	 to	 empower	 and	 capacitate	 by	

transmitting	metis	knowledge,	meaning	that	I	conceptualise	metis	knowledge	as	

a	tool	of	governance,	which	is	imposed	upon	populations.	

	

	

1.4	Critiques	of	Indigenous	employment	policy	
	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 has	 been	 subject	 to	 significant	 critique	 for	 its	

poor	outcomes	(Dockery,	2013;	Lawrence,	2005;	McRae-Williams	and	Guenther,	

2012;	 Moran,	 2009;	 Peterson,	 2010;	 Rowse,	 2000;	 Welters,	 2010)	 and	 its	

authoritarian	and	paternalistic	 approach	 (Altman	and	Hinkson,	2010;	Howard-

Wagner,	2012;	Lawrence,	2005;	Lattas	and	Morris,	2010;	Morris,	1989;	Nakata,	

2007,	 Strakosch,	 2015).	 Altman	 (2014:	 118),	 for	 example,	 argues	 that	 the	

mainstreaming	 intent	 of	 policy	 assumes	 that	 adopting	 western	 economic	

institutions	 will	 erase	 statistical	 inequalities;	 however,	 these	 measures	 are	

themselves	 a	 product	 of	 the	 cultural	 majority	 and	 do	 not	 accommodate	

Indigenous	norms	or	values.	Similar	concerns	are	expressed	by	Howard-Wagner	
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(2012:	 6)	 who	 argues	 that	 policy	 does	 not	 recognise	 diverse	 worldviews	 and	

limits	 Indigenous	 people’s	 ability	 to	 define	 and	 realise	 their	 own	 sense	 of	

wellbeing.	 Indigenous	 people	 have	 also	 been	 vocal	 in	 their	 opposition,	 with	

concerns	 expressed	 by	 the	 Aboriginal	 Peak	 Organisations	 Northern	 Territory	

pointing	to	the	detrimental	effects	of	removing	the	Community	Development	and	

Employment	 Program	 (CDEP)	 (APONT,	 2015)	 and	 recommending	 granting	

additional	 control	 to	 communities	 over	 their	 employment	 opportunities	 and	

conditions	 (APONT,	 2017).	 CDEP	 was	 a	 workfare	 program	 designed	 for	

Indigenous	communities	that	offered	additional	welfare	payments	 in	return	for	

hours	 worked	 through	 various	 subsidised	 programs.	 The	 scheme	 was	

administered	by	the	Federal	Government	and	gave	Indigenous	communities	the	

opportunity	to	employ	their	members	on	a	part	time	basis.	It	was	discontinued	

in	2013.		

	

For	 scholars	 such	 as	 Curchin	 (2013:	 27)	 and	 Altman	 (2010),	 the	 failure	 of	

governance	 is	 best	 explained	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 government	 interventions	

construct	 Indigenous	 subjectivities	 as	defective	and	 in	need	of	 alteration.	They	

demonstrate	 how	 Indigenous	 forms	 of	 personhood,	 preferences,	 beliefs,	

practices,	values	and	social	relations	contribute	to	cultural	attitudes	to	work	that	

differ	 to	 mainstream	 attitudes	 and	 the	 consequences	 arising	 from	 this.	 Kin-

focused	 social	 norms	 in	 particular	 are	 influential	 on	 Indigenous	 forms	 of	

personhood	and	sociality,	in	which	personal	interactions	are	primarily	based	on	

kinship	networks,	while	a	person’s	sense	of	self	is	constituted	by	relations	with	

others	and	is	larger	than	the	individual	(Curchin,	2016:	68).	This	contrasts	to	the	

individualistic	 conceptions	 of	 personhood	 that	 are	 inherent	within	 the	market	
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economy,	 meaning	 that	 for	 some	 Indigenous	 people	 participation	 requires	

changing	values,	desires	and	relationships.		

	

Numerous	 studies	 have	 found	 differences	 in	 the	 way	 that	 remote-living	

Indigenous	 people	 understand	 work	 and	 employment,	 with	 an	 emphasis	 on	

relatedness	that	does	not	apply	in	the	mainstream	context	(Kral	and	Falk,	2004;	

McRae-Williams,	2008).	Much	of	this	work	has	centred	around	the	notion	of	the	

moral	 economy	 and	 demand	 sharing	 as	 motivating	 forces	 within	 Indigenous	

cultures	 (Altman,	 2010;	 Austin-Broos,	 2006;	 Martin,	 1995;	 Peterson	 1993;	

Tonkinson	 and	Tonkinson,	 2010).	 I	 expand	on	my	use	 of	 the	 term	 ‘Indigenous	

cultures’	in	chapter	three.	Indigenous	kinship	systems	are	defined	by	an	ethic	of	

generosity	 and	 privileging	 relations	 with	 kin.	 Nicholas	 Peterson	 is	 an	

anthropologist	 who	 has	 specialised	 in	 ethnographic	 accounts	 of	 Indigenous	

Australians’	political	 economic	practices	and	coined	 the	 term	 ‘demand	sharing’	

to	 describe	 the	 obligations	 and	 systems	 of	 reciprocity	 between	 kin	 (Peterson,	

1993).	The	result	is	a	moral	economy	in	which	powerful	norms	of	sharing	centre	

around	 the	 importance	 of	 allocating	 resources	 in	 the	 production	 and	

reproduction	 of	 social	 relationships,	 rather	 than	 for	 profit	 maximisation	 or	

personal	accumulation	(Peterson	and	Taylor,	2003:	106).	The	moral	economy	is	

significant,	 as	 it	 creates	 a	 means	 of	 economic	 sustainment	 from	 the	 money	

economy.	That	is,	individuals	and	families	can	rely	on	kin	support.	This	reduces	

the	 state’s	 influence	 and	 ability	 to	 regulate	 and	 control	 Indigenous	 people	

through	 fiscal	means.	 It	 also	 signifies	 that	 Indigenous	values	 and	beliefs	 are	 in	

tension	with	those	prevailing	in	the	mainstream	economy,	where	the	emphasis	is	

on	property	accumulation,	 thrift	 and	 regular	employment.	From	an	 Indigenous	
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perspective,	the	instrumentalism	and	materialism	of	these	values	and	beliefs	can	

be	construed	as	lacking	generosity,	meaning	that	adhering	to	them	may	result	in	

being	cut	off	from	kin	(Keen,	2010:	4).	Austin-Broos	(2006:	8)	argues	that	in	the	

Indigenous	 moral	 economy	 the	 values	 of	 work	 and	 the	 objects	 bought	 with	

wages	 do	 not	 lie	 in	 their	 contribution	 to	 functional	 tasks	 associated	 with	 the	

market	economy,	such	as	individual	consumption	and	accumulation	of	individual	

net	 worth,	 but	 in	 their	 contribution	 to	 mediating	 and	 bolstering	 social	

relatedness.	These	epistemological	 standpoints	are	deeply	 ingrained	and	act	as	

the	 central	moral	 force,	 in	 a	way	 that	marginalises	work	 as	 central	 to	 identity	

and	subjectivity	(Burbank,	2006:	8;	Gibson,	2010:	135).	

	

Other	 areas	 of	 conflict	 lie	 in	 relation	 to	 western	 understandings	 of	 work	 that	

incorporate	notions	and	practices	of	hierarchy,	linear	time,	activity	management	

and	 individual	 accumulation	 and	 which	 are	 antithetical	 to	 the	 way	 these	

dimensions	are	understood	and	practised	in	Indigenous	cultures.	Tim	Rowse	is	a	

sociologist,	 historian	 and	 anthropologist	 focussing	 on	 the	 interaction	 between	

Indigenous	Australians	and	the	state,	and	its	governmental	implications.	Rowse	

argues	that	this	conflict	is	notable	in	remote	communities	where	notions	of	time,	

hierarchy	and	authority	 are	based	on	a	 collective	 sense	of	 identity	 rather	 than	

the	 highly	 individualised	 sense	 operating	 in	 the	 workplace	 (Rowse,	 1998).	 A	

similar	 tension	 is	 identified	 by	 Hart	 (2005)	 who	 observes	 that	 capitalist	 and	

neoliberal	 culture	 produces	 a	 distinction	 between	 personal	 and	 impersonal	

spheres	 of	 home	 and	 work,	 where	 work	 relationships	 are	 primarily	

instrumental.	The	relational	orientation	of	many	 Indigenous	people	means	 this	

duality	 may	 not	 be	 so	 well	 defined	 and	 workplace	 relationships	 may	 be	
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conceived	 as	more	personal	 and	 relational	 (Burbank,	 2006).	 Consequently,	 the	

goals,	motivations	and	experiences	of	 Indigenous	people	 in	 the	workplace	may	

have	a	very	different	orientation	from	those	operating	in	the	mainstream	market	

economy.	

	

These	 studies	 provide	 important	 evidence	 to	 counteract	 the	 state’s	

assimilationist	 agenda	 and	 its	 deficit	 narrative	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 but	 offer	

little	understanding	of	the	causal	mechanisms	through	which	culture	impacts	on	

employment	outcomes	outside	of	preferences.	In	particular,	they	ignore	the	role	

of	know-how	in	the	formation	of	social	action.	The	focus	of	attention	 is	also	on	

subjects	of	governance	and	not	on	the	limitations	of	governance	itself.	Given	the	

centrality	 of	 knowledge	 transfer,	 or	 pedagogy,	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	

policies,	it	is	important	to	examine	how	the	difficulties	inherent	in	technologies	

of	 rule	 can	 limit	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 the	 policy	 for	 increasing	 levels	 of	

employment.	 Dean	 (2012:	 153)	 suggests	 that	 we	 cannot	 assume	 a	 simple	

relationship	 between	 neoliberalism	 and	 policy	 frameworks	 and	 that	 there	 is	 a	

need	for	a	methodological	framework	that	allows	for	contingency,	dynamics	and	

empirical	 analysis	 of	 discourses.	 Analysing	 theoretical	 assumptions	 and	 asking	

how	different	forms	of	knowledge	–	in	particular	metis	knowledge	–	might	limit	

neoliberal	 governance	 opens	 up	 this	 perspective.	 Investigating	 the	 discord	

between	policy	aims	and	Indigenous	perspectives	on	work	may	provide	further	

insight	 into	 the	 failures	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 outcomes	 and	 the	

problematic	 nature	 of	 how	 governments	 engage	 with	 Indigenous	 people	 in	

general.		
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1.4	The	epistemological	limitations	of	governance	and	the	utility	of	the	
concept	of	metis	knowledge	
	

Policy	proposals	for	changing	behaviour	are	interpretations	of	social	reality	and	

reflect	choices	made	by	individuals	about	what	problems	have	been	targeted	and	

how	 they	 should	 be	 solved.	 Carol	 Bacchi,	 a	 policy	 theorist	 specialising	 in	

constructivist	 analyses	 of	 policy	 (2009:	 5)	 argues	 that	 problems	 are	 not	 pre-

given	or	pre-existing,	rather	 they	are	 the	product	of	certain	presuppositions	or	

epistemological	 and	 ontological	 assumptions.	 For	 neoliberal	 governance,	 the	

underlying	assumptions	behind	the	identification	of	problems	and	how	they	are	

to	be	resolved	stem	from	the	premise	that	freedom	is	not	inherent	but	rather	has	

to	 be	 inculcated.	 Because	 neoliberalism	 is	 concerned	with	 a	 particular	 kind	 of	

freedom	–	one	that	enables	subjects	to	operate	rationally	within	a	free	market	–	

individuals	must	be	guided	into	being	capable	of	exercising	freedom	responsibly	

(Dean,	2010:	193).	Tanya	Murray	Li,	an	anthropologist	whose	research	engages	

with	 the	 governmental	 implications	 of	 development	 initiatives	 and	 the	

intersection	of	Indigeneity	and	capitalism	(2014:	44),	argues	that	to	create	such	

subjects	requires	clear	rules	of	the	game	as	well	as	opportunities	to	reflect	on	the	

costs	 and	 benefits	 of	 different	 courses	 of	 action.	 This	 mode	 of	 governance	

therefore	comes	with	requirements	for	particular	kinds	of	knowledge	and	skills	

before	 subjects	 can	 enact	 their	 freedom.	 Given	 these	 conditions	 necessary	 for	

rule	 and	 creating	 governable	 subjects,	 what	 kind	 of	 knowledge	 and	 skills	 are	

subjects	required	to	possess?		

	

Approaching	an	answer	to	this	question	requires	considering	the	intersection	of	

epistemology	 and	 governance.	 In	 their	 analyses	 of	 regimes	 of	 rule,	 including	
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statecraft,	 Scott	 (1998)	 and	 Oakeshott	 (1990)	 argue	 that	 states	 are	 inevitably	

faced	 with	 epistemological	 limitations.	 For	 this	 thesis,	 the	 notion	 of	

epistemological	 limitation	 applies	 to	 pluralistic	 liberal	 democratic	 contexts,	 in	

which	 governing	 through	 a	 commitment	 to	 individual	 liberty	 is	 the	 primary	

mode	 of	 rule.	 Their	 argument	 is	 that	 within	 populations	 subject	 to	 large	 and	

complex	schemes	of	rule,	there	will	always	be	particular	forms	of	knowledge	that	

constrain	the	ability	of	regimes	to	cause	behavioural	change.	Michael	Oakeshott	

was	 a	 philosopher	 and	 political	 theorist	 noted	 for	 his	 critique	 of	 rationalism,	

which	he	describes	as	the	politics	of	imposing	a	uniform	condition	of	perfection	

upon	 human	 conduct	 that	 is	 underpinned	 by	 a	 doctrine	 about	 the	 nature	 of	

human	knowledge	 (1990:	10).	To	define	 this	doctrine,	Oakeshott	draws	on	 the	

epistemological	distinction	between	two	kinds	of	knowledge	involved	in	human	

activity:	 procedural	 knowledge	 (knowledge-how)	and	propositional	 knowledge	

(knowledge-that).	 Procedural	 knowledge	 is	manifested	 in	 the	 use	 of	 a	 skill,	 in	

which	 knowing	 how	 to	 do	 something	 entails	 the	 ability	 to	 do	 it,	 while	

propositional	 knowledge	 is	 explicit	 knowledge	 of	 a	 fact	 (Fantle,	 2014:	 10).	

Debates	over	the	role	of	ability	in	knowledge	–	or	the	extent	to	which	procedural	

knowledge	 is	 necessary	 for	 propositional	 knowledge	 and	 vice	 versa	 –	 indicate	

that	 they	 are	 not	mutually	 exclusive	 (Fantle,	 2014).	 The	 term	 epistemology	 is	

used	 in	 this	 sense	 to	 refer	 to	 a	 particular	 theorisation	 of	 what	 constitutes	

knowledge	at	any	given	moment,	how	it	is	denoted	as	legitimate	or	not,	and	how	

it	can	be	applied	and	acquired.	This	contrasts	to	the	more	traditional	definition	

of	 epistemology,	which	 focuses	 on	 evaluating	 knowledge	 in	 terms	 of	 falsity	 or	

truthfulness.	 Oakeshott	 (1990:	 13)	 argues	 that	 the	 knowledge	 involved	 in	

governing	is	both	procedural	and	propositional,	as	propositional	knowledge	will	
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tell	a	subject	what	to	do,	but	it	is	procedural	knowledge	that	tells	them	how	to	do	

it.	However,	rationalist	politics	often	only	considers	propositional	knowledge	in	

its	schemes	of	governing,	which	limits	its	ability	to	change	behaviour	(Oakeshott,	

1990:	15).		

	

Similarly,	Scott	(1998:	310)	argues	that	formally	organised	social	action	cannot	

generate	 a	 functioning	 community,	 city	 or	 economy.	 Instead,	 formal	 order	 is	

parasitic	 on	 informal	 processes.	 Scott	 provides	 a	 useful	 conceptual	 vocabulary	

for	 theorising	 the	 role	 of	 procedural	 knowledge	 in	 the	 process	 of	 governing	

populations.	 Procedural	 forms	 of	 knowledge,	 termed	 ‘metis’	 knowledge,	

complicate	and	undermine	governance	schemes.	Metis	is	an	ancient	Greek	term	

that	 can	 be	 translated	 as	 cunning	 intelligence	 and	 parallels	 procedural	

knowledge	 (Detienne	 and	 Vernant,	 1974).	 It	 is	 embedded	 in	 local	 experience,	

practical	 skills	 and	 intelligence	 acquired	 through	 responding	 to	 a	 constantly	

changing	 natural	 and	 human	 environment,	 and	 is	 best	 learnt	 by	 being	 done	

(Scott,	1998:	313).	Scott’s	original	aim	in	writing	Seeing	like	a	State	(1998)	was	

to	provide	an	explanation	for	why	governments	have	been	unsuccessful	in	their	

aim	 of	 settling	 mobile	 populations.	 Scott	 makes	 recourse	 to	 the	 problem	 of	

‘legibility’,	 that	 is,	 the	 process	 by	 which	 governments	 make	 their	 intentions	

legible	 to	 their	 political	 aims.	 This	 involves	 reconfiguring	 communities	 to	

conform	to	the	goals	of	the	state.	An	important	aspect	of	this	is	conflict	between	

the	 formal,	 imposed,	 rationally-based	 knowledge	 of	 the	 modern	 state	 and	 the	

informal	 knowledge	 of	 subject	 populations.	 One	 of	 Scott’s	 (1998)	 central	

arguments	in	Seeing	Like	a	State	is	that	metis	knowledge	resists	the	imposition	of	

simplified	 formal	 orders,	 such	 as	 high	 modernism,	 which	 contributes	 to	 their	
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failure	 to	 order	 society.	 Scott	 argues	 that	 formal	 orders	 attempt	 to	 supplant	

metis	 knowledge	 by	 imposing	 technical	 forms	 of	 knowledge,	 termed	 ‘techne’,	

that	 can	 be	 standardised,	 ensuring	 institutional	 and	 hegemonic	 control	 over	

subject	populations	(Scott,	1998:	335).	Even	in	advanced	economies,	those	who	

reside	 on	 the	margins	 of	 the	 state	 and	market	 retain	 their	 autonomy	by	 using	

their	metis	knowledge	to	resist	measurement	and	control	systems.	The	efforts	of	

the	Australian	state	to	normalise	and	sedentarise	Indigenous	populations	typify	

Scott’s	concerns.		

		

Scott	 critiques	 the	modernist	 state’s	 assumptions	 that	 techne	 applied	 through	

scientific,	 rational	means	 can	manage	all	 aspects	of	 social	 life.	 Scott	 argues	 the	

metis	 knowledge	 inherent	 in	 non-state	 controlled	 markets	 undermines	

governing	 regimes’	 attempts	 to	 supplant	 local	 practices.	 Importantly,	 metis	

knowledge	applies	to	social	interaction	as	well	as	the	physical	environment,	and	

concerns	 the	 knowledge	necessary	 to	negotiate	 the	 ‘movement,	 values,	 desires	

and	gestures’	of	others	(Scott,	1998:	315).	The	concept	is	therefore	closely	linked	

to	 competent	 social	 action	 because	 it	 involves	 a	 capacity	 to	 adapt	 quickly	 and	

well	to	unpredictable	events	using	common-sense	methods	for	constructing	and	

maintaining	 conditions	 and	 conventions	 of	 understanding	 that	 allow	 for	 social	

interaction	(Acciaioli,	1981:	25).		

	

While	 Scott	 is	 primarily	 concerned	 with	 the	 metis	 knowledge	 possessed	 by	

marginalised	 –	 and	 usually	 traditional-living	 –	 populations,	 the	 concept	 is	

inherent	to	any	sphere	of	social	action.	In	liberal	democratic	contexts,	politically	

sanctioned	 metis	 knowledge	 parallels	 that	 which	 is	 inherent	 within	 liberal	
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political	economy	(Li,	2005:	384).	It	 is	 imbricated	within	state	apparatuses	and	

can	 be	 used	 against	 the	 powerless	 instead	 of	 solely	 being	 used	 a	 tool	 of	

resistance.	 From	 this	 perspective,	 market	 mechanisms,	 privatisation,	

liberalisation	and	globalisation	involve	dominant	forms	of	politically	sanctioned	

metis	 knowledge,	 with	 the	 consequence	 that	 policies	 are	 imbued	 with	 the	

assumption	that	the	state’s	subjects	either	already	possess	it,	or	will	do	so	in	the	

future.	 This	 morally	 ambiguous	 aspect	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 means	 that	 it	 is	

conceptually	unstable	and	can	be	applied	in	contradictory	ways,	 including	both	

oppression	and	resistance.		

	

Consequently,	 when	 states	 impose	 top-down,	 scientific	 and	 rationally-based	

schemes	on	subject	populations	they	involve	an	essentially	‘political	struggle	for	

institutional	 hegemony	 by	 experts	 and	 their	 institutions’	 (Scott,	 1998:	 295).	

Metis	knowledge	within	marginalised	populations	at	 the	periphery	of	 the	 state	

and	market	 can	 therefore	 take	 the	 form	of	 resistance,	when	 these	 populations	

claim	their	own	decision-making	authority	against	centralised	institutions	(Scott,	

1998:	 354).	 For	 this	 reason,	 states	 can	 treat	 politically	 unsanctioned	 forms	 of	

metis	knowledge	as	problematic	and	therefore	justify	additional	forms	of	control	

of	over	populations	who	employ	it.1	

	

	

	

																																																								
1	Critiquing	these	assumptions	is	a	key	goal	of	Scott’s	work.	Far	from	being	outmoded,	rigid	and	
inflexible,	as	the	concept	of	traditional	knowledge	implies,	he	argues	that	the	metis	knowledge	of	
marginalised	populations	is	fundamentally	flexible	and	highly	fluid	and	adaptable	(1998:	314).	
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1.5	The	limits	of	pedagogy	and	the	problem	of	epistemological	dissonance	
	

The	concept	of	metis	knowledge	brings	 into	 focus	an	 idea	central	 to	neoliberal	

governance	–	that	the	capacity	to	enact	one’s	freedom	responsibly	can	be	taught.	

Pedagogic	 techniques	 are	 necessary	 for	 governance	 to	 operate	 properly,	 as	

subjects’	abilities	need	to	be	fostered	in	order	for	them	to	practise	their	freedom	

competently.	 This	 involves	 learning	 how	 to	 govern	 oneself	 and	 then	 self-

consciously	 adopting	 the	measures	 that	 have	 been	 taught.	 In	 particular,	 those	

who	 cannot	 control	 their	 habits	 need	 to	 be	 corrected	 and	 taught	 through	

pedagogic	discipline	in	which	learning	and	teaching	are	coupled	with	techniques	

including	 surveillance,	 hierarchical	 observation	 and	 normalisation	 (Foucault,	

1977:	176).		

	

The	use	of	pedagogy	to	govern	the	unemployed	is	a	good	example	of	the	role	of	

knowledge	transfer	and	acquisition	 in	governing	a	population.	 In	countries	 like	

Australia,	 governance	 centres	 on	 the	 capacities	 of	 the	 unemployed	 as	 rational	

consumers	 within	 a	 market	 as	 a	 means	 of	 placing	 them	 in	 real	 jobs	 and	

increasing	work-readiness.	Workfare	programmes	presuppose	that	subjects	are	

rational	economic	actors	who	will	respond	to	market	incentives	(Walters,	2000:	

142).	 Job	 seekers	 are	 provided	 with	 labour	 market	 information	 on	 the	

assumption	 that	 this	 will	 turn	 them	 into	 informed	 consumers,	 empowered	 to	

make	 correct	 decisions	 that	will	 enable	 them	 to	 navigate	 the	 demands	 for	 job	

mobility,	 training	and	 the	development	of	new	skills	 (Dean,	1995:	576;	Olssen,	

2008:	39).	The	pedagogic	practices	designed	to	create	workers	and	job	seekers	

assume	 a	 normative	 character,	 operating	 according	 to	 dichotomies	 such	 as	
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skilled/unskilled	 or	 work-ready/not-work-ready	 to	 further	 encourage	

individuals	 to	 consider	 themselves	 in	 a	 certain	 way	 (Dean,	 1995:	 92).	 The	

unemployed	also	have	their	capacities	produced	and	compared	to	the	norm	of	an	

institutionalised	work	 ethic	 through	 disciplinary	 processes	 of	 observation	 and	

examination.		

	

The	kinds	of	knowledge	associated	with	this	kind	of	active	citizenship	go	beyond	

learning	information	and	skills	development.	They	involve	shaping	subjectivities	

and	 teaching	 them,	 the	appropriation	and	 internalisation	of	 appropriate	habits	

and	 considerable	 socio-cultural	 knowledge.	 More	 than	 this,	 becoming	 a	 ‘job	

seeker’	involves	the	creation	of	an	identity	position,	as	job	seeking	is	now	‘more	

of	 a	 social	 practice,	 based	 on	 social	 and	 communicative	 skills	 that	 must	 be	

learned	 for	 the	 individual	 to	 get	 work’	 (Fodge,	 2008:	 109).	 This	 requires	

politically	 sanctioned	metis	 knowledge;	 for	 example,	 knowing	 how	 to	 present	

oneself	and	behave	at	a	 job	 interview,	conduct	 job	searches	and	organise	one’s	

time	 around	 the	 demands	 of	 formal	 employment.	 However,	 a	 defining	

characteristic	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 that	 the	 acquisition	 of	 this	 knowledge	 is	

inherently	problematic.	Metis	knowledge	is	an	implicit	and	experiential	form	of	

knowledge	 that	 cannot	 be	 reduced	 to	 a	 set	 of	 rules.	 Formal,	 propositional	

knowledge	concerns	knowledge	that	is	explicit	knowledge	of	a	fact.	This	kind	of	

knowledge	 is	 primarily	 theoretical,	 impersonal	 and	 impartial,	 applicable	 to	 all	

times	and	places	and	capable	of	being	articulated	(Marglin,	1990:	97).	Because	it	

is	 analytic,	 can	 be	 formulated	 into	 rules	 and	 transmitted	 either	 verbally	 or	

textually	it	can	be	deliberately	learned	(Oakeshott,	1990:	12).	
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In	 contrast,	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 difficult	 to	 teach	 through	 the	 formal,	

standardised	 and	 reproducible	 means	 necessary	 for	 governing	 a	 population	

(0akeshott,	1990:	12).	 It	 involves	behaviours	that	are	not	reflective	and	cannot	

be	formulated	into	rules	(Fantle,	2008:	455).	It	is	revealed	through	performance,	

not	in	manuals	or	written	form,	meaning	the	theory	underlying	it	is	implicit	and	

not	 easily	 articulated.	 In	 addition,	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 personal,	 existing	 in	

relationships	and	not	able	to	be	transmitted	or	maintained	apart	from	them.	The	

characteristics	of	metis	knowledge	mean	it	cannot	be	taught	or	learned	through	

communicating	 abstractions,	 only	 imparted	 or	 acquired	 by	 continuous	 contact	

with	 one	who	 is	 perpetually	 practising	 it	 (Oakeshott,	 1990:	 15).	 Its	 successful	

transmission	requires	more	than	simple	 learning,	as	workers	must	believe	that	

their	own	needs	and	desires	are	the	same	as	those	of	their	institution.	They	must	

actively	 take	 on	 a	 project	 of	 self-improvement	 in	 line	with	 institutional	 needs	

(Devos	et	al.,	2010:	78).	

	

However,	 the	 considerable	 literature	 on	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	work	 and	

employment	suggests	that	many	Indigenous	subjectivities	do	not	align	with	the	

dominant	 discourse	 of	 active	 citizenship	 (Austin-Broos,	 2006;	 Martin,	 1995;	

McRae-Williams,	 2008;	Tonkinson	and	Tonkinson,	 2010).	 Indigenous	 attitudes,	

skills	and	knowledges	associated	with	the	moral	economy	are	often	ingrained	at	

the	 level	 of	 identity,	 meaning	 they	 may	 be	 embedded	 both	 socially	 and	

cognitively	(Spillane	et	al.,	2002:	388).	The	assumptions	underpinning	strategies	

such	as	workfare	are	therefore	not	appropriate	because	many	Indigenous	people	

do	not	align	 their	values	and	 identity	with	 the	 ideals	set	out	 in	policy	 (Altman,	

2010;	Burbank,	2006;	Howard-Wagner,	2012;	Peterson,	2010).		
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The	 nature	 of	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work	 combined	 with	 statistical	

information	 in	 relation	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	 levels	 therefore	 stand	 as	

examples	of	 a	problem	of	 epistemological	dissonance.	 Formally	 structured	and	

technical	settings	that	organise	social	action	depend	on	mutual	intelligibility,	or	

possessing	the	same	metis	knowledge,	but	there	is	a	large	body	of	literature	that	

shows	 that	 for	 many	 Indigenous	 people	 in	 Australia,	 this	 is	 not	 the	 case.	 The	

skills	and	knowledge	that	policy	attempts	to	inculcate	are	absent,	not	utilised	or	

cannot	 be	 fully	 internalised.	 The	 formal	 social	 action	 involved	 in	 the	 efforts	 of	

governance	require	particular	skills,	abilities	and	metis	knowledges	that	rely	on	

shared	beliefs	and	values	which	are	lacking.		

	

Burbank	 argues	 that	 the	 use	 of	 the	 culture	 concept	 by	 those	 'working	 in	

Indigenous	Australia	[has]	focused	their	attention	via	this	construct	at	the	level	

of	individual	or	collective	belief	and	practice'	(2006:	3).	This	assessment	applies	

to	discussions	of	Indigenous	understandings	of	employment,	which	treat	culture	

as	 a	 collective	 phenomenon	 applied	 to	 a	 particular	 group	 or	 society.	 Burbank	

suggests	there	is	a	need	to	focus	on	the	culture	concept	at	the	individual	level,	as	

a	motivational	force	that	either	facilitates	or	obstructs	effective	engagement	with	

ways	of	living	in	the	world.	Metis	knowledge	goes	some	way	to	opening	up	this	

perspective,	as	it	explains	the	relationship	of	knowledge	to	action,	goals,	values,	

emotions	 and	 interactive	 effects.	 It	 concerns	 how	 effective	 cooperation	 is	

enabled	by	 facilitating	 the	construction	of	an	understanding	and	 interpretation	

of	 a	 situation,	 which	 enables	 individuals	 to	 respond	 appropriately	 and	

effectively.		
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The	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 provides	 an	 epistemologically	 oriented	

explanation	 for	 the	 limits	 of	 governance	 and	 the	 consequences	 of	 this	 for	

Indigenous	 people’s	 engagement	 with,	 and	 disengagement	 from,	 western	

institutions.	 It	 does	 this	 in	 two	 ways.	 First,	 both	 metis	 knowledge	 and	

governmentality	 focus	 on	 an	 analysable	 empirical	 domain	 and	 look	 to	 explain	

how	 action	 occurs	 via	 the	 practical	 conditions	 that	 make	 conduct	 possible.	 In	

terms	of	understanding	how	governance	attempts	to	create	work-ready	subjects,	

the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	provides	an	empirical	focus	on	the	competencies	

needed	 to	 become	work-ready	 and	whether	 these	 are	 achieved	 or	 not.	 Know-

how,	 or	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 dispositional	 in	 nature,	 meaning	 it	 comprises	 of	

rational,	 contextual	 and	 ethical	 components.	 These	 three	 elements	 of	 metis	

knowledge	 are	 observable	 in	 the	 practical	methods	 that	 individuals	 use	 in	 the	

accomplishment	 of	 everyday	 life.	 This	 includes	 their	 intentional	 actions	 that	

indicate	their	understanding	of	particular	contexts	and	what	they	consider	to	be	

rational	and	ethical	responses	to	these	situations.		

	

	Second,	metis	knowledge	serves	as	a	form	of	critique.	Highlighting	the	existence	

of	 alternative	 modes	 of	 social	 action	 challenges	 neoliberal	 narratives	 that	

promote	only	one	kind	of	politically	 sanctioned	metis	knowledge.	Emphasising	

epistemological	differences	uncovers	practical	and	productive	alternatives	to	the	

neoliberal	 forms	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 embedded	 in	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy.		
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1.6	Applicability	of	a	metis	knowledge	framework	
	

Governing	plural	liberal	democratic	societies	requires	pedagogy	to	operate	on	a	

large	 scale	 according	 to	 a	 principle	 of	 the	 uniform	 application	 of	 laws	 and	

policies.	 Accordingly,	 formal	 pedagogy	 is	 the	 main	 mechanism	 for	 preparing	

individuals	for	work	and	ensuring	distributive	justice.	However,	difficulties	arise	

because	 formal	 pedagogy	 cannot	 easily	 accommodate	 metis	 knowledge.	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 parallels	 the	 logic	 underpinning	 the	 neoliberal	

governance	of	work	and	employment.	It	aims	to	teach	work-readiness	and	create	

work`-ready	 subjects	 in	 order	 to	 move	 people	 off	 welfare	 and	 subsidised	

employment	 programs	 into	 mainstream	 jobs	 (Jordan,	 2011:	 4).	 Preparing	

Indigenous	 subjects	 to	 be	 work-ready	 requires	 a	 shift	 in	 identity	 towards	

becoming	 active,	 responsible	 citizens	 with	 particular	 economic	 personas	 and	

values	 that	 align	with	 a	mainstream,	western	workplace	 (Geunter	 et	 al.,	 2011:	

92).	 The	 notion	 of	 work-readiness	 presupposes	 that	 individuals	 possess	

knowledge	or	 know-how	 related	 to	navigating	 the	 labour	market	 competently.	

Shaping	 individuals’	 values	 and	 identity	 is	 important	 for	 reinforcing	 their	

commitment	 to	 internalise	 relevant	 know-how	 and	 utilising	 it	 properly.	 The	

language	 of	 active	 citizenry	 and	 the	 measures	 adopted	 in	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	promote	skills	linked	to	a	form	of	metis	knowledge	necessary	

for	functioning	competently	in	a	market-driven	employment	environment.		

	

Policies	 assume	 that	 pedagogic	 technologies	 will	 improve	 socio-economic	

outcomes	irrespective	of	cross-cultural	or	intercultural	contexts	(Altman,	2010:	

267).	However,	the	fact	that	many	Indigenous	subjects’	sense	of	identity	remains	
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embedded	in	the	values	of	the	moral	economy	and	do	not	align	with	the	ideals	of	

active	 citizenry	 further	 reinforces	 the	 inefficacy	 of	 pedagogic	 technologies	 of	

government.		

	

Oakeshott,	(1990)	argues	that	the	complexity	of	metis	knowledge	means	it	is	not	

easily	 amenable	 to	 formal	 pedagogy	 implemented	 on	 a	 broad	 scale	 in	 a	

standardised	 and	 reproducible	 way.	 However,	 the	 implications	 of	 this	 are	 not	

clear	 for	 policy	 and	 policymaking	 in	 pluralistic	 liberal	 democratic	 states	 in	

locations	such	as	Australia,	North	America	and	New	Zealand,	whose	Indigenous	

populations	 also	 experience	 higher	 levels	 of	 unemployment	 than	 the	majority	

non-Indigenous	 population.	 Asking	 how	 policy	 might	 be	 limited	 by	

epistemological	dissonance	can	open	up	new	ways	of	understanding	why	policy	

can	fail	to	alter	behaviour.	

	

A	central	argument	 in	the	Indigenous	employment	 literature	 is	 that	 Indigenous	

values	 inform	 the	 development	 of	 a	 particular	 non-market-based	 economic	

structure	with	implications	that	where	policies	aim	to	transition	individuals	into	

a	 market-based	 economic	 structure	 they	 often	 fail.	 While	 these	 arguments	

against	the	mainstreaming	tendencies	of	policy	recognise	that	teaching	the	skills	

and	dispositions	necessary	for	mainstream	employment	is	complicated,	they	do	

not	 theorise	 the	 problem	 of	 knowledge	 transfer	 well.	 This	 thesis	 adds	 to	 this	

analysis	by	providing	a	conceptual	framework	for	examining	the	mechanisms	by	

which	 values	 and	 culture	 affect	 engagement	with	 economic	 structures	 beyond	

factors	such	as	preferences	and	aspirations,	or	the	motives	that	inform	economic	

decision-making	processes.		
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Applying	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	to	a	governmentality	analysis	offers	an	

alternative	 theoretical	 framework	 for	 investigating	 and	 explaining	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 outcomes	 and	 disparate	 socio-economic	 outcomes	 more	

generally.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 are	 an	 example	 of	 neoliberal	

governance	 and	 are	 often	 analysed	 in	 terms	 of	 how	 they	 can	 become	 coercive	

and	 illiberal.	 This	 is	 a	 dualistic	 way	 of	 understanding	 how	 governing	 might	

function,	in	which	subjects	are	either	capable	and	are	left	to	govern	themselves	

or	are	incapable	and	require	illiberal	means	of	intervention.	Instead,	it	is	useful	

to	 ask	 how	 the	 means	 of	 governance	 themselves	 are	 limited,	 which	 can	 be	

observed	 in	 the	 attempt	 to	 alter	 behaviour	 using	 pedagogic	 technologies.	 To	

develop	a	fuller	understanding	of	this	requires	further	research	and	analysis	of	

policy	 discourses	 of	 work-readiness	 and	 the	 assumed	 metis	 knowledge	

underlying	 them.	More	credence	 is	also	needed	 for	 Indigenous	perspectives	on	

work,	 and	 for	 those	 subjects	 who,	 more	 generally,	 are	 the	 object	 of	 coercive	

governmental	interventions.		

	

1.7	Thesis	outline	
	

Given	that	two	separate	sets	of	data	are	analysed,	it	is	my	intention	to	structure	

this	thesis	in	a	way	that	reflects	the	overall	comparative	and	critical	approach.	I	

present	 the	 theoretical	 outline,	 literature	 review	and	methodology	prior	 to	my	

analysis	 of	 the	 data	 and	 conclude	 with	 the	 synthesis	 of	 those	 analyses	 and	

discussion	of	results.		
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In	 Chapter	 2	 I	 use	 the	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 critique	 the	 concept	 of	

governmentality	and	governance.	Much	literature	focuses	on	authoritarian	forms	

of	liberal	governance	in	relation	to	Indigenous	peoples.	In	order	to	re-think	how	

governance	 is	 enacted	 in	 such	 contexts	 I	 explain	 how	 governmentality	 and	

governance	is	predicated	on	an	ambiguous	conception	of	the	human	subject	and	

a	 reliance	 on	 an	 instrumental	 conception	 of	 knowledge.	 I	 elaborate	 on	 Scott’s	

(1998)	 notion	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 in	 order	 to	 examine	 how	 governance	

intersects	 with	 epistemology	 and	 social	 action,	 and	 the	 limitations	 for	

governance	that	arise	from	this.		

	

Chapter	3	outlines	the	historical	background	to	Indigenous	employment	policy,	

including	 Indigenous	 labour	 history	 and	 previous	 policies.	 I	 summarise	 the	

literature	focusing	on	Indigenous	employment	policy	and	analyse	this	according	

to	 the	 various	 political	 perspectives	 on	 how	 and	 why	 policy	 has	 failed.	 An	

important	inclusion	in	this	literature	review	is	the	anthropological	and	economic	

analyses	of	Indigenous	cultural	conceptions	of	work.	Concepts	such	as	the	moral	

economy	 (Peterson,	 1998)	 and	 the	 hybrid	 economy	 (Altman,	 2012)	 reveal	 the	

mentality	 informing	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	work	 and	how	 these	 intersect	

with	core	concepts	central	to	mainstream,	western	understandings	of	labour	and	

employment	such	as	production,	 consumption	and	 labour	power.	 I	also	outline	

how	 values	 incommensurability	 and	 epistemological	 dissonance	 have	

implications	for	the	ability	of	policy	to	effectively	govern	pluralistic	populations.	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 characterised	 by	 a	 pervasive	 ethos	 of	

instrumental	 rationality.	 The	 concern	 for	 upholding	 a	 positivistic	 ethos	 of	



	
	

38	

quantifiable	 and	 measurable	 outcomes	 negatively	 affects	 policy	 institutionally	

and	at	the	level	of	implementation	and	evaluation.	

	

A	 combination	 of	 methodologies	 and	 theoretical	 frameworks	 inform	 my	

approach	to	analysing	two	sets	of	data,	including	Indigenous	employment	policy	

documents	 and	 interview	 material.	 I	 explain	 and	 justify	 my	 broadly	

interpretative	methodological	approach	for	doing	this	in	Chapter	4.	Because	this	

thesis	 examines	 two	 sets	 of	 data	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	 combine	 comparative	 and	

critical	 approaches	 in	 order	 to	 explore	 the	 implications	 of	 Indigenous	

perspectives	 on	work	 for	 policy	 effectiveness.	 I	 employ	 a	 thematic	 analysis	 to	

interpret	 interview	 data,	 while	 also	 making	 recourse	 to	 standpoint	 theory	 to	

better	 conceptualise	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 data	 and	 the	 implications	 of	 conducting	

research	 in	 a	 cross-cultural	 context.	 The	 second	 dataset	 incorporates	 various	

Indigenous	employment	policy	documents.	I	apply	a	critical	discourse	analysis	to	

expose	 hidden	 assumptions	 surrounding	work-readiness	 discourse,	which	 also	

aligns	with	a	governmentality	approach	to	data	analysis	and	theorisation.		

		

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 espouses	 a	 work-readiness	 discourse	 that	

attempts	to	shape	people’s	knowledge	in	terms	of	what	is	and	is	not	acceptable	

in	 interactions	 with	 others.	 It	 also	 frames	 which	 knowledge	 is	 considered	

legitimate	 and	 encourages	 or	 discourages	 certain	 beliefs	 and	 behaviours.	 In	

Chapter	 5	 I	 explain	 how	 work-readiness	 discourse	 creates	 this	 effect	 and	

exercises	 power	 by	 analysing	 ten	 different	 and	 interconnected	 policy	 texts.	 I	

describe	how	the	notion	of	work-readiness	is	informed	by	mainstream,	western	

concepts	 of	 work	 and	 employment	 and	 the	 neoliberal	 principle	 of	 active	
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citizenry.	This	holds	that	enabling	individuals	to	function	effectively	and	interact	

with	 others	 as	 members	 of	 mainstream	 non-Indigenous	 society	 requires	

acquiring	 skills	 and	 information	 for	 the	 labour	 market.	 Work-readiness	

discourse	 shapes	 understandings	 of	 what	 is	 considered	 to	 be	 true,	 valued	 or	

necessary	through	the	linguistic	choices	of	its	authors.	These	are	represented	in	

the	way	 this	discourse	presents	what	 can	be	 considered	 legitimate	knowledge,	

how	 it	 can	 be	 used	 and	 who	 is	 recognised	 as	 holding	 that	 knowledge.	 Some	

assumptions	 underlying	 work-readiness	 include	 that	 society	 needs	 to	 define	

normality	and	prioritise	some	competencies	over	others,	that	there	exists	some	

commonly	 agreed-upon	 ideas	 and	 values,	 and	 that	 these	 are	 sufficient	 enough	

across	 society	 to	 adopt	 a	 normative	 frame	 of	 reference.	 Uncovering	 such	

assumptions	 provides	 an	 insight	 into	 the	 structures	 and	 content	 of	 work-

readiness	metis	knowledge,	 the	 relationship	between	knowers	and	knowledge,	

and	the	extent	to	which	these	processes	are	mediated	by	power	(Wheelan,	2007:	

638).	The	discursive	effect	of	the	state’s	definition	of	work-readiness	is	to	create	

a	 standard	 by	 which	 it	 can	 assess	 Indigenous	 people	 as	 capable	 or	 not,	 and	

therefor	justify	additional	intrusive	governmental	measures.		

	

Chapter	6	complements	the	analysis	laid	out	in	the	previous	chapter	by	outlining	

how	 Indigenous	 orientations	 to	 work	 disrupt	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy’s	

assumptions.	 This	 thesis	 draws	 on	 data	 collected	 from	 an	Australian	 Research	

Council	 project	 that	 asks	 Indigenous	 people	 how	 they	 view	 the	 relationship	

between	 themselves	 and	 non-Indigenous	 Australians,	 including	 their	 views	 on	
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settler	Australian	values,	priorities	and	lifestyles.2	The	issue	of	employment	was	

not	the	main	concern	of	this	study.	However,	respondents	often	raised	the	topic	

throughout	 the	 interviews,	 making	 it	 a	 significant	 finding	 worthy	 of	

investigation.	Analysis	of	the	empirical	material	collected	for	the	study	includes	

the	views	of	43	Darwin-based	Indigenous	respondents	on	work	and	employment	

extracted	to	form	the	dataset	for	analysis.		

	

I	conduct	a	thematic	analysis	of	Indigenous	respondents’	orientations	to	work	in	

order	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 work-readiness	 is	 more	 complex	 and	 problematic	

than	is	presented	in	policy	documents.	A	key	finding	of	this	thesis	 is	that	many	

interview	respondents	expressed	their	desire	to	work,	yet	found	the	difficulties	

arsing	from	cultural	differences	and	the	obligations	attached	to	becoming	work-

ready	overwhelming,	 culminating	 in	 feelings	of	 shame	and	 shamejob.	Different	

notions	 of	 time,	 money	 and	 interpersonal	 relations	 at	 the	 workplace	 are	

examples	 of	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge,	 which	 is	 contextually	 located	 in	

practice	and	linked	to	particular	values.	The	continued	relevance	of	 Indigenous	

metis	 knowledge	 for	 respondents	 also	 indicates	 that	 it	 subverts	 politically	

sanctioned	work-readiness	metis	knowledge.		

	

In	Chapter	7	I	compare	these	two	datasets	to	demonstrate	two	factors	that	may	

explain	how	Indigenous	employment	policy	can	contribute	to	the	high	number	of	

Indigenous	individuals	who	are	marginally	attached	to	the	labour	market.	First,	

Indigenous	 values	 and	 understandings	 of	 work	 do	 not	 match	 government	

																																																								
2	Telling	it	like	it	is:	Aboriginal	perspectives	on	race	and	race	relations	is	an	Australian	Research	
Council	funded	project	(Grant	No.	LP130100622).	This	thesis	is	based	on	analysis	undertaken	by	
myself	as	part	of	my	doctoral	scholarship	attached	to	that	project.		
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conceptualisations	 of	work.	 Second,	work-readiness	discourse	has	 the	 effect	 of	

preventing	 Indigenous	 people	 from	 incorporating	 their	 values	 of	 work	 into	

institutional	arrangements	for	work	and	training.	Indigenous	employment	policy	

is	situated	in	a	pluralistic	context	defined	by	multiple,	often	incompatible	values.	

This	 means	 knowledge	 acquisition	 becomes	 complicated	 by	 the	 problem	 of	

values	 incommensurability.	 The	 conflict	 between	 the	 two	 conceptions	 of	

knowledge	 related	 to	work-readiness	 points	 to	 an	 epistemological	 dissonance.	

That	is,	policy	assumes	that	it	can	impart	metis-like	knowledge,	which	in	practice	

is	 difficult	 to	 teach.	 However,	 epistemological	 dissonance	 is	 not	 necessarily	 a	

problem	of	cultural	difference;	rather	 it	 is	a	problem	of	power	and	pedagogical	

authority.	 The	 notion	 of	 work-readiness	 is	 an	 example	 of	 state	 forms	 of	

governmentality	 that	 attempt	 to	 operationalise	 a	 set	 of	 indefinable	 and	

unquantifiable	measures,	 skills	and	metis	knowledge	 that	are	difficult	 to	 teach.	

This	 serves	 as	 an	 example	 of	 what	 Clark	 (2008:	 16)	 describes	 as	 ‘the	

disorderliness	of	governing’.	Work-readiness	metis	knowledge	highlights	how	it	

acts	as	both	a	tool	of	coercion	and	power,	as	well	as	a	mode	of	resistance.		

	

The	 theoretical	 and	 policy	 implications	 of	 this	 study	 are	 outlined	 in	 the	

conclusion,	 Chapter	 8.	 Utilising	 the	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 critique	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 reveals	 alternative	 ways	 of	 understanding	 the	

dynamics	of	power	and	knowledge,	and	 the	dynamics	of	metis	knowledge.	The	

limited	 effectiveness	 of	 skills	 transfer	 illustrates	 implications	 for	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy.	 The	 continued	 use	 of	 such	 methods	 raises	 questions	

regarding	policy’s	 intent	 to	maintain	 its	 legitimacy	and	authority	 in	 the	 face	of	

continued	failure.	Suggestions	for	incorporating	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	in	
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future	 policy	 initiatives	 as	well	 as	 limitations	 are	 discussed.	 The	 chapter	 ends	

with	suggesting	possibilities	for	future	research.		
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Chapter	2:	Metis	knowledge	as	a	concept	for	understanding	
the	failure	of	Indigenous	employment	policies	
	

	

2.1	Introduction	
	

Australian	Indigenous	employment	is	an	example	of	the	underlying	limitations	of	

governing	 regimes	 in	 pluralistic	 democratic	 societies	 to	 alter	 the	 behaviour	 of	

citizen-subjects.	 This	 chapter	 will	 explore	 comparable	 international	 contexts,	

theoretical	underpinnings	of	governance	theory	and	suggest	alternative	concepts	

for	 explaining	 the	 failure	 of	 governance	 to	 alter	 individuals’	 subjectivity.	

Governing	 understood	 in	 an	 ethical	 sense,	 as	 ruling	 subjects	 through	 their	

capacity	 for	 autonomous	 action,	 is	 commonly	 conceptualised	 to	 contain	 both	

authoritarian	 and	 liberal	 elements.	 This	 is	 a	 consequence	 of	 an	 ambiguous	

conception	 of	 the	 human	 subject	 that	 draws	 on	 knowledge	 to	 operationalise	

governmental	 measures.	 That	 is,	 governance	 is	 predominantly	 theorised	 in	

terms	 of	 an	 instrumental	 conception	 of	 knowledge.	 Moving	 beyond	 the	

authoritarian/liberal	 binary	 to	 reveal	 the	 underlying	 limitations	 of	 governance	

requires	 understanding	 it	 in	 relation	 to	 a	 more	 epistemologically-grounded	

conception	of	knowledge.		

	

Drawing	on	Scott’s	(1998)	notion	of	metis	knowledge,	which	is	a	form	of	know-

how,	 contributes	 to	 an	 alternative	 framework	 for	 conceptualising	 how	

governance	is	 limited	in	practice.	Metis	knowledge	is	implicated	in	state	acts	of	

governance	 when	 pedagogical	 techniques	 are	 employed	 to	 create	 governable	
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subjects	who	 exercise	 their	 autonomy	or	 freedom	 responsibly	 towards	 certain	

ends.	 This	 is	 predicated	 on	 shaping	 individuals’	 capabilities	 through	 self-

regulating	interaction	with	others,	who	shape	what	is	considered	to	be	‘correct’	

or	‘incorrect’	behaviours.	While	metis	knowledge	is	required	for	developing	and	

enacting	 abilities,	 it	 also	 stands	 at	 the	 limits	 of	 what	 government	 is	 able	 to	

inculcate.	I	outline	other	concepts	that	describe	theories	of	social	action	similar	

to	metis	knowledge	and	explain	these	in	comparison	to	metis	knowledge	for	the	

purposes	of	critiquing	governance.		

	

	

2.2	The	problem	of	Indigenous	unemployment	in	culturally	diverse	liberal	
democratic	societies	
	

Indigenous	 minority	 populations	 in	 liberal	 democratic	 societies	 including	

Australia,	 Canada	 and	 the	 United	 States	 all	 experience	 lower	 levels	 of	

employment	 than	 the	 majority	 non-Indigenous	 populations.	 These	 contexts	

possess	certain	shared	characteristics	that	demonstrate	the	limited	effectiveness	

of	 applying	 liberal	 modes	 of	 governance	 to	 culturally	 diverse	 minority	

populations.	 Governments	 in	 each	 of	 these	 nations	 consider	 high	 levels	 of	

unemployment	 to	 be	 a	 problem	 due	 to	 their	 contribution	 to	 broader	 social	

problems.	In	both	the	United	States	and	Canada	levels	of	poverty	are	higher	for	

the	Indigenous	population	than	for	the	non-Indigenous	population	according	to	

standard	 measures	 of	 human	 welfare,	 including	 per	 capita	 income,	 life	

expectancy	and	infant	mortality	rates	(Anderson	and	Parker,	2009:	105).	Levels	

of	 wellbeing	 measured	 using	 standard	 social	 indicators	 for	 Indigenous	
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Australians	are	also	lower	than	for	the	non-Indigenous	population	(Lahn,	2012:	

293).	Raising	levels	of	employment	within	Indigenous	populations	is	seen	as	an	

effective	way	of	overcoming	these	issues.		

	

Governments	attempt	to	increase	the	number	of	employed	Indigenous	people	by	

creating	 policies	 that	 encourage	 skill	 acquisition	 in	 order	 to	 be	 become	more	

employable.	A	necessary	 implication	of	 this	 is	 that	by	 learning	new	skills	one’s	

sense	 of	 self	 and	 subjectivity	 is	 altered	 in	 accordance	 with	 governmental	

objectives.	Pedagogy	becomes	a	tool	of	neoliberal	governance	wherever	there	is	

an	imperative	to	learn	employability	skills	and	become	‘work-ready’	in	order	to	

become	active	citizens	(Dean,	1995).	Moreover,	learning	employability	skills	also	

creates	a	particular	identity	position,	where	an	individual	has	a	high	level	of	job	

mobility	and	actively	searches	for	work	independently	(Fodge,	2008).	

	

Statistical	patterns	of	unemployment	amongst	minority	Indigenous	populations	

are	similar	across	Australia,	Canada	and	the	United	States.	In	the	United	States,	

the	national	unemployment	rate	for	Indigenous	population	was	15.2	per	cent	in	

2010,	compared	to	 just	9.1	per	cent	for	the	non-Indigenous	population	(Austin,	

2010:	 3).	 During	 the	 same	 period	 in	 Canada,	 13.9	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 Indigenous	

population	was	unemployed,	 in	 contrast	 to	 8.1	 per	 cent	 of	 the	non-Indigenous	

population	 (Statics	 Canada,	 2015).	 9.6	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 total	 population	 of	

Indigenous	Australians	was	unemployed	in	the	same	period,	compared	to	4.2	per	

cent	of	non-Indigenous	Australians	 (ABS,	2013).	Workforce	participation	 levels	

are	also	lower	for	Indigenous	peoples	in	North	America	and	in	Australia	(Austin,	

2010;	 Gray	 and	 Chapman,	 2006).	 Anderson	 and	 Parker	 (2009)	 also	 note	 that	
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while	the	rate	of	Indigenous	unemployment	in	urban	areas	of	Canada	and	in	the	

United	 States	 is	 lower	 than	 on	 reservations,	 it	 is	 still	 higher	 than	 for	 the	 non-

Indigenous	 population.	 The	 same	 pattern	 is	 replicated	 in	 Australia	 between	

remote	and	urban	areas	(Hunter	and	Yap,	2014).		

	

Each	 of	 the	 public	 policies	 devised	 and	 implemented	 in	 the	 three	 countries	

attempt	to	integrate	Indigenous	peoples	into	the	mainstream	economy	in	order	

to	 increase	 the	 number	 of	 employed	 individuals.	 Native	 American	 Indian	

employment	 policy	 operating	 in	 the	 United	 States	 functions	 within	 a	 broader	

policy	 of	 self-determination.	 The	 Indian	 Self-Determination	 and	 Education	

Assistance	Act	of	1975	established	 the	conditions	 for	practical	 sovereignty	and	

self-rule.	This	legislation	allows	tribes	to	administer	Federal	Indian	programs	on	

their	 reservations,	 including	 medical,	 law	 enforcement,	 education,	 and	 social	

services	 programs	 (Pevar,	 2012:	 13).	 Federal	 government	 agencies	 are	 also	

required	to	conduct	business	with	Indian	tribes	on	a	government-to-government	

basis	 (Pevar,	 2012:	 14).	 This	 framework	 grants	 tribal	 autonomy	 in	 relation	 to	

Federal	agencies	and	its	policies.	An	outcome	of	this	relationship	is	that	the	non-

Indigenous	 Federal	 government	 plays	 a	 resource-provision	 role	 rather	 than	

decision-making	role	(Cornell	and	Kalt,	2006:	18).		

	

The	 political	 setting	 in	 the	 United	 States	 of	 America	 is	 defined	 by	 a	 greater	

degree	 of	 sovereignty	 granted	 to	 its	 Indigenous	 citizens.	 This	 also	 influences	

employment	 policy,	 as	 tribal	 governments	 are	 able	 to	 develop	 their	 own	

employment	policies.	The	federal	government	assists	by	offering	block	grants	to	

relevant	 programs	 operating	 in	 Indigenous	 reserves.	 These	 organisations	
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provide	work	experience,	job	training	and	other	employment-related	services	to	

Indigenous	Americans.	The	success	of	the	programs	is	measured	by	their	ability	

to	 improve	 the	 capabilities	 and	 occupational	 skills	 of	 individuals	 who	 receive	

services	and	are	able	to	enter	into	and	maintain	unsubsidised	employment	(Blau,	

2003:	 323).	 The	 provision	 of	 grants,	 rather	 than	 direct	 funding,	 affords	

Indigenous	 tribes	 a	 degree	 of	 autonomy	 over	 the	 programs	 delivered	 and	 the	

direction	they	wish	to	pursue.		

	

Canadian	employment	policy	when	applied	to	Indigenous	people	falls	under	the	

Employment	 Equity	 policy.	 The	 overarching	 principle	 of	 equity	 and	 obtaining	

equal	 access	 to	 employment	 aims	 to	 rectify	 disadvantage	 and	 systemic	

oppression	 (Bakan	 and	 Kobayashi,	 2000:	 1).	 The	 policy	 targets	 issues	 of	

workplace	 recruitment,	 retention	 and	 promotion	 amongst	 certain	 designated	

groups	 who	 experience	 marginalisation,	 including	 Indigenous	 Canadians.	 This	

involves	 adjusting	 pre-employment	 conditions	 that	 affect	 access	 to	 jobs	 and	

addressing	barriers	 in	 the	workplace	 that	prevent	 equal	participation,	 so	 as	 to	

accommodate	a	more	heterogeneous	workforce	(Bakan	and	Kobayashi,	2000:	6).	

The	provision	of	training	and	workplace	skills	 is	also	treated	as	a	key	aspect	of	

improving	employment	equity.		

	

Australian	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 contains	 a	 combination	 of	 both	

Indigenous	 specific	 employment	 policies	 and	 mainstream	 policies	 that	 also	

service	 Indigenous	 people.	 Similar	 to	 North	 American	 policies,	 these	 policies	

seek	 to	 integrate	 Indigenous	 people	 in	 the	 mainstream	 economy	 and	 remove	

them	 from	welfare	 dependency.	 The	Closing	 the	Gap	policy	 targets	 Indigenous	
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people	and	aims	to	halve	the	statistical	gap	between	the	number	of	unemployed	

Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	people,	among	other	statistical	indicators.	These	

policies	 target	 pre-employment	 issues	 including	 training	 and	 job	 search	

assistance,	 as	 well	 as	 encouraging	 employers	 to	 hire	 more	 Indigenous	 people	

through	 procurement	 programs	 and	 by	 offering	 wage	 subsidies.	 Australian	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 provides	 a	 useful	 illustration	 of	 the	 inherent	

limitations	 of	 governance	 in	 culturally	 diverse	 liberal	 democratic	 societies.	

However,	 in	 contrast	 to	 other	 liberal	 democratic	 countries	 such	 as	 the	 United	

States	 of	 America	 and	 Canada,	 Australia	 does	 not	 afford	 the	 same	 level	 of	

sovereignty	to	its	Indigenous	citizens.	The	political	setting	in	Australia	is	marked	

by	 greater	 control	 by	 governmental	 bodies	 over	 Indigenous	 citizens.	 When	

Indigenous	Australian	are	denied	sovereignty	and	decision	making	in	regards	to	

policies	that	affect	them,	it	impacts	negatively	on	policy	outcomes.	I	discuss	some	

of	the	reasons	for	policy	failure	in	chapter	3.  

	

Explanations	 for	 the	 failure	 of	 employment	 policies	 targeting	 Indigenous	

populations	 in	 North	 America	 highlight	 the	 tension	 between	 differing	 cultures	

and	 the	 impact	 of	 political	 institutions	 and	 governance	 structures.	 Cornell	 and	

Kalt	(2000)	of	 the	Harvard	Project	on	American	Indian	Economic	Development	

categorise	four	different	possible	explanations	for	Indigenous	unemployment	in	

the	United	States.	These	include	a	history	of	dispossession	and	expropriation	of	

resources,	a	lack	of	human	capital,	the	influence	of	Indigenous	cultures,	and	the	

absence	of	effective	institutional	governance.	Cornell	and	Kalt	(2000)	argue	that	

political-institutional	 dysfunction	 is	 a	 central	 explanation	 of	 Indigenous	

unemployment	 levels,	 especially	 on	 reserves.	 In	 other	 words,	 economic	



	
	

49	

development	 is	 most	 successful	 when	 Indigenous	 groups	 possess	 practical	

sovereignty	in	the	form	of	decision-making	tribal	governments	endowed	with	a	

constitutional	 structure	 that	matches	 Indigenous	 norms	 of	 political	 legitimacy.	

According	 to	 this	 explanation,	 making	 collective	 decisions	 and	 sustaining	

collective	action,	free	from	external	non-Indigenous	interference,	is	important	to	

encourage	 human	 and	 financial	 investment.	 Employment	 policy	 in	 the	 United	

States	 places	more	 emphasis	 on	 preparation	 for	 jobs,	 rather	 than	 job	 creation	

(Blau,	2003).	Therefore,	 Indigenous	people	need	to	develop	skills	to	create	and	

participate	 in	 productive	 enterprises	 in	 order	 to	 create	 jobs	 (Cornell,	 2006;	

Jorgensen	and	Taylor,	2000).	

	

Cornell	 and	 Kalt	 (2000)	 claim	 that	 economic	 development	 can	 improve	

employment	 outcomes	 provided	 there	 are	 correct	 political-institutional	

frameworks	in	place	to	support	it	and	a	‘cultural	match’	between	Indigenous	and	

western	institutional	management	norms.	Cornell	and	Kalt	(2000)	and	Jorgensen	

and	 Taylor	 (2000)	 claim	 that	 indigenous	 economic	 development	 and	

participation	can	improve	on	the	condition	that	Indigenous	cultures	are	properly	

supported	in	order	to	be	able	to	make	collective	decisions.	Jorgensen	and	Taylor	

(2000:	 3)	 describe	 this	 as	 a	 need	 for	 Indigenous	 sovereignty,	which	 translates	

into	 governance	 institutions	 such	 as	 tribal	 governments,	 that	 are	 informed	 by	

Indigenous	 cultures	 that	 have	 legitimacy	 and	 function	 to	 a	 high	 standard.	 	 An	

argument	 underlying	 this	 claim	 is	 that	 a	 mainstream	 economy	 and	 political	

system	might	 not	 always	 serve	 the	 interests	 of	 Indigenous	 people.	 A	 focus	 on	

cultural-sanctioned	 legitimacy	 amongst	 Indigenous	 groups	 and	 their	 decision-
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making	 institutions	aligns	with	a	self-determination	policy	paradigm	that	holds	

that	Indigenous	people	should	maintain	control	of	their	own	affairs.		

	

Cornell	and	Kalt’s	framework	of	cultural	match	contains	some	assumptions	that	

do	not	make	it	wholly	applicable	to	the	Australian	context.	First,	Sullivan	(2006:	

9)	argues	that	the	Harvard	project	does	not	focus	on	the	structural	relationship	

between	Indigenous	people	and	the	state,	and	it	instead	investigates	the	level	of	

Indigenous	individuals’	personal	autonomy.	Australia	has	no	formal	treaty	with	

its	 Indigenous	 citizens	 and	 Australian	 governments	 have	 never	 dealt	 with	

Indigenous	 peoples	 government	 to	 government,	 its	 approach	 has	 instead	 been	

top	down,	which	has	had	a	significant	impact	on	how	policy	has	been	formulated	

and	its	outcomes.	Second,	Sullivan	(2006:	3)	contends	that	it	is	not	adequate	to	

conceive	of	Indigenous	cultures	as	a	set	of	institutions	that	can	be	translated	into	

effective	organizational	structures	for	self-management	or	commerce.	A	history	

of	 domination	 and	 dependency	 have	 severely	 impacted	 traditional	 norms	 that	

has	 resulted	 in	 a	 clash	 between	 traditional	 structures	 and	 those	 imposed	 on	

Indigenous	peoples	Maddison	(2009).		

	

Cultural	 factors	 become	 significant	 when	 explaining	 unemployment	 in	 areas	

where	there	are	relatively	strong	labour	markets,	yet	high	unemployment	rates.	

Anderson	 and	 Parker	 (2009:	 108)	 argue	 that	 in	 North	 America	 the	 western	

economic	model	of	human	behaviour	is	problematic	when	applied	to	Indigenous	

people,	due	to	differing	notions	of	work	between	the	two.	Kuhn	and	Sweetman	

(2002)	 demonstrate	 that	 employment	 outcomes	 for	 Indigenous	 Canadians	

improve	 for	 those	 who	 live	 in	 urban	 areas	 and	 possess	 some	 non-Indigenous	
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heritage.	That	is,	being	employed	is	a	matter	of	being	assimilated	into	a	dominant	

culture	 through	 the	 acquisition	 of	 skills	 and	 cultural	 traits	 suited	 to	 economic	

success	(Kuhn	and	Sweetman,	2002:	332).	This	suggests	that	Indigenous	cultures	

and	western	cultural	notions	of	work	may	conflict	with	each	other.		

	

2.2.1	The	Darwin	context	
	

I	 use	 data	 drawn	 from	 interviews	 with	 Indigenous	 residents	 of	 Darwin	 to	

illustrate	policy	failure	in	relation	to	culturally	diverse	conceptions	of	work	held	

by	 Indigenous	 people.	 A	 disparity between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

labour market outcomes also persists in the city	 of	 Darwin	 in	 the	 Northern	

Territory despite its relatively strong labour market. For example, the total 

unemployment rate in Darwin in 2011 was less than 2 per cent, compared to the 

national unemployment rate of just above 5 per cent (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2013). While urban and remote areas differ in relation to the 

availability of jobs, there	are	parallels	between	the	 two.	Levels	of	disadvantage	

amongst	 Indigenous	 populations	 persist	 in	 both	 areas,	 signifying	 the	

consequences	 of	 a	 shared	 history	 of	 dispossession	 and	 the	 contestation	 over	

cultural	differences	(Dillon	and	Westbury,	2007:	3).		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 situated	 and	 operates	 within	 an	 ambiguous	

intercultural	 space.	The urban	 context	 and	 culture	 experienced	 by	 Indigenous	

people	 in	 Darwin	 is	 a	 complex	 outcome	 of	 the	 interaction	 between	 different	

ideologies	 and	 organising	 structures.	 Darwin	 is	 a	 regional	 Australian	 city,	

defined	by	a	long-standing	military	presence	and	a	relatively	itinerant	workforce	
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in	both	government	and	heavy	industry,	meaning	many	of	the	city’s	population	

originate	from	elsewhere.	As	in	other	areas	of	Australia,	the	city	is	administered	

according	to	free	market	principles.	While	the	majority	of	Darwin’s	population	is	

non-Indigenous,	 there	 is	 a	 significant	 minority	 of	 Indigenous	 residents	 who	

retain	their	own	cultural	forms.	The	production	of	meaning	and	the	problem	of	

interpretation	 are	 significant,	 negotiated	 and	 contested	 factors,	 in	 which	

Indigenous	values	and	conceptions	influence	policy	outcomes	(Holcombe,	2005:	

227).	 A	 feature	 of	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 intercultural	 is	 that	 it	 acknowledges	 that	

different	 cultures	 influence	 each	 other,	 although	 not	 always	 equally	 (Merlan,	

2005).	 High	 rates	 of	 Indigenous	 unemployment	 in	 Darwin’s	 strong	 labour	

market	 suggest	 inequalities	 at	 the	 level	 of	 the	 intercultural.	 Indigenous	

epistemologies	 and	ontologies	 are	not	 as	 influential	 or	 given	 the	 same	 level	 of	

recognition	 as	 mainstream	 ones.	 Ontology	 is	 commonly	 understood	 to	 be	

concerned	with	the	study	of	the	nature	of	being	in	a	metaphysical	sense.	I	use	the	

term	 to	denote	 individuals’	 sense	of	 identity	 and	ways	of	being	and	belonging.	

The	assumption	that	being	in	close	proximity	to	jobs	will	result	 in	employment	

ignores	 the	 willingness	 of	 employers	 to	 hire	 and	 for	 job	 seekers	 to	 become	

employed.	 This	 raises	 a	 challenge	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 and	 the	

programs	that	aim	to	improve	economic	participation	in	urban	areas.	There	is	a	

need	 to	 look	 at	 the	 relationship	 between	 the	 economy	 and	 culture	 in	 terms	of	

intercultural	 dynamics	 elements	 that	 drive	 Indigenous	 employment	 and	 work	

behaviours	(Moran,	2009:	3).	While	cultural	factors	alone	may	not	be	an	obstacle	

to	 increasing	 employment,	 they	 influence	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 policies	

implemented	by	governments.	 I	 critique	 the	 concept	of	 governance	 to	 theorise	
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alternative	 explanations	 for	 how	 cultural	 differences	 might	 impact	 the	

effectiveness	of	employment	policies	in	contexts	such	as	Darwin.		

	

	

2.3	The	ambiguous	subject,	authoritarian	governance	and	instrumental	
knowledge	
	

Literature	 examining	 the	 nature	 of	 rule	 in	 liberal	 democratic	 societies	 often	

highlights	the	authoritarian	tendencies	underlying	governance	though	does	not	

problematise	how	different	forms	of	knowledge	might	limit	the	state’s	practices	

of	governance.	I	introduce	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	to	facilitate	a	critical	

perspective	of	the	means	used	by	governing	regimes	in	plural	liberal	democratic	

societies	to	create	governable	Indigenous	subjects	through	employment	policies.	

It	 also	demonstrates	how	 these	strategies	are	 inherently	 limited	at	 the	 level	of	

epistemology.		

	

Theorists	analysing	governance	in	 liberal	democratic	societies	tend	to	overlook	

these	 limitations	 as	 they	 often	 focus	 their	 attention	 on	 the	

coercive/authoritarian	 aspects	 of	 governing.	 This	 tendency	 arises	 due	 to	 the	

theoretical	 underpinnings	 of	 governance,	 which	 includes	 an	 ambiguous	

conception	of	the	nature	of	the	human	subject	combined	with	overreliance	on	an	

instrumental	definition	of	knowledge.	These	shortcomings	point	to	an	alternate	

explanation	for	the	difficulty	of	governing	plural	liberal	democratic	states.		
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2.3.1	The	ambiguous	conception	of	the	human	subject	
	

The	 term	 ‘governance’	 is	 used	 to	 define	 the	 nature	 of	 power	 and	 rule,	 and	

describe	 how	 they	 operate	 in	 modern	 society.	 This	 particular	 conception	 of	

governance	 is	 ethical	 in	 nature,	 insofar	 as	 it	 understands	 governing	 to	 involve	

guiding	 the	 actions	 of	 others	 through	 the	 promotion	 of	 certain	 self-governing	

practices,	or	acting	on	others’	capacity	to	act.	Ethics	is	understood	in	a	normative	

sense,	referring	to	practices,	attitudes	and	governmental	schemes	that	engender	

and	 encourage	 self-responsibility	 and	 self-governing	 practices.	 This	 theme	 of	

governance	 literature	 draws	 on	 an	 understanding	 of	 power	 as	 productive	 and	

dispersed,	 rather	 than	repressive	and	concentrated	 (Brown,	2006:	71).	Nikolas	

Rose	 is	 a	 sociologist	 and	 social	 theorist	 who	 has	 specialised	 in	 critiques	 of	

governmentality	theory	and	analysis.		Rose	describes	how,	in	the	modern	liberal	

democratic	 context,	 the	 main	 feature	 of	 control	 has	 been	 the	 stimulation	 of	

subjectivity,	 promoting	 self-inspection	 and	 self-consciousness,	 fundamental	 to	

liberal	ideas	of	the	person	as	being	able	to	act	on	their	own	accord	(Rose,	1999:	

10).	

	

Central	 to	this	 focus	on	ethics	 is	 the	analysis	of	regimes	of	government,	 that	 is,	

the	analysis	of	the	different	ways	in	which	governing	others	through	promoting	

self-governance	 practices	 have	 emerged	 and	 how	 these	 are	 operationalised	 in	

different	 contexts	 (Dean,	 2010:	 33).	 This	 also	 involves	 investigating	 the	

relationship	between	power	and	knowledge,	in	particular	investigating	how	and	

by	what	means	subjects	are	made	knowable	and	 thus	governable	 (Dean,	2010:	

42).	 Governance	 in	 this	 sense	 is	 understood	 as	 an	 analytical	 framework	 for	
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understanding	how	authority	and	rule	operate	 in	 society	 through	 investigating	

instances	 of	 governing	 through	 the	 promotion	 of	 practices	 of	 self-conduct.	

Investigating	how	subjects	are	made	governable	involves	looking	at	how	power	

and	knowledge	shape	the	attributes,	capacities,	and	identities	of	social	agents	by	

enabling	them	to	become	self-governing	and	self-transforming	(Jessop,	2011:	9).		

	

These	 ideas	 are	 drawn	 primarily	 from	 the	works	 of	 social	 philosopher	Michel	

Foucault.	Underlying	Foucault’s	basis	for	analysing	and	theorising	governance	is	

an	 anti-humanist	 reading	 of	 historical	 and	 present	 social	 conditions	 of	 rule	

centred	 on	 how	 subjects	 are	 created	 through	 various	 forms	 of	 thought	 and	

knowledge.	 Emphasis	 is	 placed	 on	 the	 rules	 that	 form	 groups	 of	 thought	 and	

knowledge	 to	 become	 science,	 theory	 or	 text,	 against	 notion	 of	 a	 ‘sovereign	

subject’	that	acts	against	or	shapes	historical	processes	(Smart,	1985:	29).	That	

is,	Foucault	focuses	his	analysis	on	impersonal,	abstract,	anonymous	systems	and	

structures	 and	 considers	 these	 to	 be	 separate	 from	 the	 consciousness	 or	 the	

intention	and	will	of	individual	human	subjects	(Mills,	2003:	65).	Foucault	argues	

against	 ahistorical,	 disengaged	 humanist	 assumptions	 of	 subjectivity	 and	 the	

‘sovereign	 subject’	 but	 in	 doing	 so	 assumes	 another	 conception	 of	 the	 human	

subject,	 one	 that	 is	 the	 product	 of	 larger	 impersonal	 systems.	 In	 this	 way,	

Foucault	 looks	 to	 how	 subjects	 are	 constituted	 by	 power,	 in	 opposition	 to	 the	

humanist	approach,	which	argues	 that	 the	 individual	enacts	and	 is	 the	 locus	of	

power.	

	

In	 considering	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 the	 imbrications	 of	 power	 and	 knowledge	

control	 the	 way	 individuals	 behave	 and	 think,	 Foucault’s	 anti-humanist	
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conception	 of	 the	 human	 subject	 presents	 some	 ambiguities.	 Lorraine	 Code,	 a	

feminist	philosopher	specialising	 in	 the	social	elements	of	epistemology	(1991:	

297)	argues	that	Foucault	simultaneously	rejects	the	normative	apparatus	of	the	

liberal	 humanist	 tradition	 –	 the	 autonomous	 subject	 –	 yet	 needs	 something	

similar	 to	 it	 to	 show	 why	 certain	 power	 regimes	 invite	 opposition.	 That	 is,	

Foucault’s	 theory	 of	 governance	 suggests	 that	 social	 institutional	 discipline	

produces	 subjective	 self-discipline,	 meaning	 discipline	 only	 functions	 when	

subjects	 are	 complicit	 and	 self-governing.	 This	 reciprocity	 between	 the	 two	

aspects	of	governance	highlights	the	role	of	agency	and	self-determination	at	the	

subjective	 and	 individual	 level	 of	 everyday	 practices	 (Code,	 1991:	 297).	 A	

consequence	of	 this	 is	 the	assumption	 is	 that	 the	subject-as-agent	 is	difficult	 to	

locate	 in	 Foucault’s	 conceptions	 of	 power	 and	 can	 suggest	 that	 individuals	 are	

powerless	(Code,	1991:	295).	The	ambivalence	about	matters	of	subjectivity	and	

governance	 leaves	 room	 for	 a	 critical	 perspective,	 and	 the	 possibility	 for	

applying	it	to	identify	the	inherent	limitations	of	governance.		

	

2.3.2	Authoritarian	and	pedagogical	aspects	of	governance		
	

An	implication	of	the	ambiguous	ontological	status	of	the	human	subject	within	

liberal	thought	is	that	liberal	governance	can	assume	an	authoritarian	character.	

The	 capacity	 for	 autonomy	 can	 be	 selectively	 attributed	 to	 certain	 groups	 and	

not	others,	justifying	coercion	for	those	who	are	judged	not	to	possess	this.	That	

is,	particular	sections	of	the	population	are	identified	as	unable	to	exercise	their	

freedom	properly	and	require	pedagogical	discipline	to	reform	their	conduct,	or	

habits	 of	 behaviour	 and	 thought	 that	 act	 as	 ‘leverage	points’	 through	which	 to	
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govern	 others.	 Many	 governance	 scholars	 identify	 this	 issue	 (Valverde,	 1996,	

Hindess,	 2001,	 Dean,	 2002)	 however,	 this	 argument	 overlooks	 the	 complex	

forms	 of	 knowledge	 that	 are	 difficult	 to	 impart,	 and	which	 limit	 the	 ability	 of	

those	who	govern	to	create	governable	subjects.		

	

Burchell	(1991:	119)	notes	that	creating	governable	subjects	requires	instilling	a	

kind	 of	 subjectivity	 that	 makes	 them	 obedient	 to	 governance	 arrangements,	

which	 is	 achieved	 by	 categorising	 individuals	 as	 either	 capable	 or	 incapable.	

Helliwell	 and	Hindess	 (2002:	10)	expand	on	 this	point,	 stating	 that	 the	 subject	

within	liberal	thought	is	understood	as	an	autonomous	self-directing	individual,	

which	is	seen	in	some	contexts	as	naturally	occurring	for	some,	while	in	others	it	

is	 a	 product	 of	 governmental	 intervention.	 According	 to	 this	 logic,	 capable	

individuals	 are	 governed	 through	 interactions	 with	 others,	 which	 encourages	

appropriate	behavior.	Interaction	in	this	sense	is	often	conceived	in	terms	of	the	

free,	 self-regulating	 market,	 meaning	 there	 is	 no	 need	 for	 the	 state	 to	 govern	

them	 (Helliwell	 and	 Hindess,	 2002:	 11).	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 individuals	 who	

inhabit	settings	that	do	not	encourage	these	proper	behaviours	are	understood	

not	 to	 possess	 the	 necessary	 capacity	 for	 individual	 autonomy	 and	 therefore	

require	 authoritarian	 approaches	 to	 governing	 their	 behaviour	 (Helliwell	 and	

Hindess,	2002:	10).		

	

The	use	of	authoritarian	techniques	is	also	a	consequence	of	the	understanding	

of	 government	 as	 a	 limited	 sphere	 that	 respects	 an	 individual’s	 liberty	 by	

operating	through	forms	of	regulation	that	exist	in	civil	society	(Dean,	2002:	39).	

This	assumes	that	governmental	control	and	regulation	do	not	necessarily	occur	
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only	 through	 the	 state	 but	 also	 by	 interaction	with	 other	 people	who	 react	 to	

one’s	 own	 behaviour,	 usually	 presumed	 to	 be	 educated	 members	 of	 well-

regulated	and	free-market	western	societies	(Helliwell	and	Hindess,	2002:	141).	

That	is,	governing	involves	instilling	the	capacity	to	function	properly	in	liberal	

democratic	society,	which	requires	learning	the	correct	capacities	and	habits	of	

self-control,	which	themselves	are	culturally	and	historically	contingent.	This	can	

also	be	described	as	 the	conduct	of	 conduct.	As	a	verb,	 conduct	means	 to	 lead,	

guide	 or	 direct,	 as	 a	 noun	 it	 can	 mean	 behaviour,	 actions,	 comportment	 or	

embodied	repertoire	similar	to	habitus	(Dean,	2006:	20).		

	

In	 this	 way,	 authoritarian	 means	 of	 creating	 governable	 subjects	 through	 the	

conduct	 of	 conduct	 implies	 altering	 individuals’	 habits.	 Habit’s	 status	 as	 the	

space	 between	 which	 thought	 and	 action	 is	 located	 makes	 it	 central	 to	 the	

formation	of	human	capacities	(Bennett,	2013:	109).	This	also	makes	it	a	point	of	

entry	or	leverage	for	the	conduct	of	conduct	or	governmental	practices	that	seek	

to	 produce	 governable	 subjects	 for	 specific	 ends	 (Bennett	 et	 al.,	 2013:	 5).	

Valverde	 (1996)	 argues	 that	 the	notion	of	 autonomy	 implies	 an	 idea	of	 ethical	

despotism,	 in	which	 everyone	needs	 to	be	despotic	 over	 their	 own	 self,	 before	

any	division	is	made	between	those	who	are	capable	or	not.	Externally,	subjects	

are	governed	 through	practices,	while	 internally	subjects	govern	 themselves	 in	

authoritarian	ways	in	order	to	maximise	self-rule.	That	is,	the	notion	of	‘habit’	is	

also	 a	 conceptual	 device:	 it	 presupposes	 that	 repeatedly	 and	 routinely	 doing	

things	until	they	become	fully	internalised	creates	a	positive	desire	to	do	certain	

activities	and	follow	certain	schedules	that	individuals	force	themselves	to	follow	

(Valverde,	1996:	357).	This	makes	‘habit’	a	useful	category	of	and	for	governance	
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as	it	mediates	between	consciousness	and	unconsciousness	and	between	desire	

and	compulsion	(Valverde,	1996:	362).	

	

This	 conception	 of	 habit	 does	 not	 mean	 the	 ability	 to	 act	 without	 thought;	

instead	it	presumes	the	capacity	for	reflexive	thought.	Regulating	habit	involves	

a	 ‘selecting	 and	 weighting	 of	 the	 objects	 which	 engage	 attention	 and	 which	

influence	the	fulfilment	of	desires’	(Bennett	et	al.,	2013:	12).	That	is,	it	involves	a	

kind	of	analytical	skill	or	rational	 judgement	and	an	ability	 to	orient	 the	self	 in	

the	correct	direction.	However,	rationality	 is	contextual.	Conceptions	of	what	 it	

means	to	be	a	normal	reasonable	human	being	implies	that	an	individual	has	the	

freedom	to	make	choices	because	they	can	make	correct	choices.	The	parameters	

of	 what	 are	 considered	 correct	 and	 incorrect	 choice	 are	 determined	 by	

governing	 regimes	 to	 encourage	 subjects	 to	 internalise	 these	 choices	 as	 semi-

conscious	habits	(Valverde,	1996:	364).	

	

The	 acquisition,	 internalisation	 or	 formation	 of	 habits	 implies	 that	 teaching	

socio-cultural	 knowledge	 through	 pedagogic	 techniques	 is	 necessary	 for	

governance	to	operate	properly.	Subjects	need	to	learn	to	govern	themselves	and	

then	 self-consciously	 adopt	 the	measures	 they	 have	 been	 taught.	 In	 particular,	

those	who	cannot	control	 their	habits	need	to	be	corrected	and	taught	through	

pedagogic	discipline.	Pedagogy	becomes	a	form	of	discipline	when	learning	and	

teaching	are	coupled	with	techniques	likes	surveillance,	hierarchical	observation	

and	normalisation	(Foucault,	1977:	176).	As	Sigley	(2004:	563)	states,	this	is	not	

contradictory	to	the	ethos	of	liberal	governance;	instead	it	is	a	fundamental	part	
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of	it.	There	is	a	need	to	foster	subjects’	abilities	in	order	for	them	to	practise	their	

freedom	competently.		

	

The	use	of	pedagogy	 to	govern	 the	unemployed	 is	a	good	example	of	how	 it	 is	

necessary	 for	 individuals	 to	 acquire	 and	wield	 knowledge	 in	 order	 to	 become	

governable	 subjects.	 In	 Australia’s	 liberal	 democratic	 society,	 employment	

services	have	been	subject	 to	neoliberal	reforms	 in	 the	 form	of	privatisation	of	

employment	 services.	 Dean	 (1995:	 92)	 notes	 that	 under	 these	 conditions	

governance	centres	on	 the	capacities	of	 the	unemployed	as	rational	consumers	

within	a	market	as	a	means	of	placing	them	in	unsubsidised	jobs	and	increasing	

work-readiness.	Under	this	system,	job	seekers	are	provided	with	labour	market	

information	 and	are	 required	 to	 act	 as	 an	 informed	 consumer	 to	make	 correct	

decisions	 based	 on	 information	 made	 available	 (Dean,	 1995:	 97).	 Here	 job	

seekers	need	to	learn	the	capacities	and	competencies	to	become	properly	self-

governing	 and	 make	 the	 correct	 decisions.	 The	 unemployed	 also	 have	 their	

capacities	produced,	evaluated	and	compared	to	the	norm	of	an	institutionalised	

work	 ethic	 through	 disciplinary	 processes	 of	 observation	 and	 examination	

(Edwards	 and	 Nicoll,	 2004:	 182).	 The	 kind	 of	 knowledge	 associated	 with	 this	

might	 include	 knowing	 how	 to	 conduct	 one’s	 behaviour	 at	 work,	 in	 a	 job	

interview,	searching	for	 jobs	or	arranging	one’s	time	according	to	the	demands	

of	 work.	 McDonald	 and	 Marston	 (2005:	 386)	 have	 termed	 this	 aspect	 of	

governance	 ‘pedagogic	 authority’,	 as	 the	 unemployed	 are	 represented	 as	

possessing	a	deficit	that	can	be	remedied	through	teaching	and	instruction,	such	

as	courses	in	job	searching	and	interview	presentation.		
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A	critical	perspective	can	highlight	the	underlying	limitations	associated	with	the	

fundamental	assumption	that	subjects	need	to	learn	competencies	and	possess	a	

certain	kind	of	knowledge	in	order	to	function	competently.	Specifically,	a	critical	

perspective	 can	 recognise	 the	 focus	 on	 authoritarian	 governance	 as	 part	 of	 a	

broader	trend	within	governance	literature	in	order	to	focus	on	how	governance	

operates	 rather	 than	assess	 the	results	of	governance	strategies.	McKee	 (2009:	

473)	 argues	 that	 there	 is	 a	 tendency	within	 governance	 literature	 to	 focus	 on	

how	 governance	 is	 enacted	 at	 an	 abstract	 level,	 though	 political	 rationalities,	

bodies	of	knowledge	and	mentalities	of	rule.	Privileging	official	discourses	makes	

it	 difficult	 to	 recognise	 the	 contradictions	 and	 tensions	 that	 may	 be	 aroused	

(O’Malley,	1998:	156).	That	is,	there	is	not	necessarily	much	consideration	of	the	

outcomes	of	governance	or	how	governance	might	fail.	This	makes	it	difficult	to	

see	 how	 or	 if	 habits	 can	 always	 be	 taught	 through	 pedagogical	 discipline.	

Governance	 theory	 relies	 on	 the	 notion	 of	 habit,	which	 implies	 an	 assumption	

that	competence	can	be	taught;	however,	this	is	not	always	the	case.	The	focus	on	

how	 governable	 subjects	might	 be	 constructed	 through	 pedagogy	 needs	 to	 be	

situated	 alongside	 an	 exploration	 of	 whether	 individuals	 actually	 identify	

themselves	 in	 the	 terms	 prescribed	 by	 those	 who	 govern	 and	 behave	 in	 the	

intended	ways	(Clark,	2008:	16).		

	

2.3.3	Instrumental	knowledge	and	governance	theory	
	

A	 critical	 perspective	 on	 conceptualisations	 of	 authoritarian	 governance	

demonstrates	 how	 this	 perspective	 can	 overlook	 instances	 of	 disjunction	

between	 the	 intentions	 of	 governance	 and	 its	 actual	 effects.	 The	 focus	 on	 how	
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governance	operates	rather	than	its	actual	results	also	has	the	effect	of	drawing	

attention	to	how	governors	use	knowledge	for	the	purposes	of	ruling.	This	points	

to	 the	 preoccupation	 of	 governance	 theory	 with	 an	 instrumental	 definition	 of	

knowledge.	The	notion	of	ethical	governance	draws	upon	Foucault’s	conception	

of	 ‘knowledge’	 and	 the	 way	 it	 is	 used	 to	 describe	 how	 rule	 functions,	

underpinned	by	 the	 idea	 that	knowledge	 is	 linked	 to	power.	Knowledge	 in	 this	

sense	 refers	 to	 an	 episteme,	 or	 the	 governor’s	 knowledge	 of	 those	 who	 are	

governed.	This	conception	is	instrumental	in	that	it	focuses	on	how	knowledge	is	

a	means	of	regulating	the	conduct	of	others.		

	

Governance	 theorists	 focus	 on	 knowledge	 not	 as	 ‘ideas’	 but	 as	 assemblages	 of	

persons,	theories,	projects,	experiments	and	techniques	and	the	know-how	that	

makes	 government	 possible	 (Rose	 and	 Miller,	 1992:	 178).	 Governmental	

rationality	 and	 discourse	 draws	 on	 knowledge	 ‘articulated	 in	 relation	 to	 some	

conception	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 the	 objects	 governed	 –	 society,	 the	 nation,	 the	

population,	 the	 economy’	 (Rose	 and	 Miller,	 1992:	 179).	 This	 is	 indicative	 of	

knowledge	being	used	as	‘intellectual	machinery’	or	apparatus	for	making	reality	

thinkable	so	it	can	be	worked	upon	and	managed	(Rose	and	Miller,	1992:	179).	

The	 use	 of	 ‘knowledge’	 in	 this	 way	 is	 a	 corollary	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 discourse,	

which	 works	 to	 constitute	 a	 truth	 about	 subjects,	 and	 constitutes	 subjects	 in	

terms	of	this	truth	regime	and	working	to	create	channels	of	authority	through	

articulations	of	a	norm	(Brown,	2006:	71).	Understood	in	this	way,	knowledge	is	

instrumental,	 being	 part	 of	 an	 apparatus	 of	 discourses	 used	 to	 achieve	 certain	

aims	of	controlling	a	population	(Dean,	1995:	570).	That	is,	governance	theorists,	

such	as	Rose	(1989)	are	not	interested	in	knowledge	in	an	epistemological	sense,	



	
	

63	

meaning	evaluating	the	knowledge	produced	and	used	by	government	in	terms	

of	 falsity	 or	 truthfulness.	 Instead,	 this	 idea	 of	 knowledge	 looks	 to	 the	ways	 in	

which	systems	of	truth	are	established	(Rose,	1989:	4).		

	

The	 preoccupation	 with	 an	 instrumental	 conception	 of	 knowledge	 combined	

with	 the	ambiguous	status	of	 the	subject	within	governance	 theory	means	 that	

the	extent	to	which	knowledge	–	conceived	in	an	epistemological	sense	–	can	act	

as	a	limitation	on	governance	is	shielded	from	view.	Governance	theories	adhere	

to	Foucault’s	conception	of	the	subject	as	both	an	object	of	knowledge	but	also	as	

possessing	 the	 faculties	 of	 reason	 and	 perception	 and	 capable	 of	 autonomous	

action.	 However,	 this	 does	 not	 necessarily	 mean	 that	 this	 capacity	 is	 always	

realised	in	practice	(Hindess	and	Helliwell,	2002:	141).	Li	(2007:	2)	has	called	for	

a	 deeper	 examination	 of	 the	 limits	 of	 governance,	 by	 problematising	 expert	

knowledge.	Redirecting	this	focus	onto	more	epistemologically-oriented	notions	

of	knowledge	can	provide	an	alternative	explanation	for	the	difficulty	in	creating	

governable	subjects	in	pluralistic	liberal	democratic	states.		

	

	

2.4	Metis	knowledge	as	an	alternative	framework	
	

2.4.1	Governance	and	practical	social	action	
	

The	 focus	 on	 authoritarian	 governance	 through	 pedagogic	 discipline	 raises	

questions	relating	to	the	extent	 to	which	 it	 is	possible	 to	 teach	certain	kinds	of	

knowledges	in	order	to	govern	successfully.	Pluralistic	liberal	democratic	states	



	
	

64	

in	 particular	 face	 this	 problem,	 as	 social	 action	 is	 made	 complicated	 by	

intercultural	 dynamics.	 In	 order	 to	 conceptualise	 this	 dynamic,	 there	 is	 a	 need	

for	 an	 alternative	 definition	 of	 knowledge	 –	 rather	 than	 a	 purely	 instrumental	

one	–	to	be	included	in	the	governance	vocabulary.	Applying	the	notion	of	metis	

knowledge	to	understand	the	process	of	creating	governable	subjects	illustrates	

how	the	necessary	skills,	knowledges	and	abilities	needed	to	act	successfully	or	

self-govern	 competently	 in	 any	 given	 society	 cannot	 always	 be	 taught	 through	

pedagogic	means.	

	

Ethical	governance	involves	altering	behaviour	according	to	some	idea	of	what	is	

considered	moral	–	or	good	or	bad	–	behaviour.	Liberal	government	does	this	by	

attempting	 to	set	conditions	so	 that	people	will	be	 inclined	 to	behave	 in	a	way	

that	 is	 considered	 moral,	 and	 reshape	 the	 actions	 of	 subjects	 who	 have	 the	

freedom	to	act	otherwise	instead	of	using	coercion	(Li,	2005:	384).	Understood	

in	 this	way,	 governing	 effectively	 includes	 a	 capacitating	 function,	 or	 enabling	

new	 kinds	 of	 conduct,	 in	 addition	 to	 the	 normative	 conception	 of	 control	

(Levinson,	 2005:	 79).	 Rose	 (1999:	 52)	 states	 that	 technologies	 used	 to	 create	

governable	 subjects	 –	 of	 which	 pedagogy	 is	 just	 one	 –	 are	 dependent	 on	

‘assembling	 together	 of	 lines	 of	 connection’	 between	 different	 types	 of	

knowledge,	 capacities,	 skills	 dispositions	 and	 types	 of	 judgement.	 That	 is,	 the	

basic	functioning	of	governance	depends	on	the	capacities	that	subjects	develop	

(Levinson,	2005:	59).	

	

Knowledge	 of	 how	 to	 conduct	 oneself	 competently	 and	 efficiently	 in	 a	 social	

setting	 is	 acquired	 either	 through	 the	 development	 of	 innate	 capacities	 or	
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external	sources,	or	both.	Unemployment	as	a	problem	of	governance	illustrates	

this	 dynamic.	 States	 attempt	 to	 solve	 the	 problem	 of	 unemployment	 by	

emphasising	 and	 offering	 subjects	 specific	 positions	 to	 take	 up,	 in	 particular	

work-readiness.	 The	 subjects	 of	 these	 policies	 are	 seen	 to	 possess	 certain	

characteristics	 that	 are	 understood	 to	 be	 products	 of	 biological	 disposition	 or	

learned	behaviour	and	are	positioned	as	choice	makers.	Subjects	can	be	assumed	

to	make	rational	decisions	that	accord	with	the	aims	of	government,	according	to	

the	 assumption	 that	 fully	 skilled,	 informed,	 and	 educated	 subjects	 will	 aim	 to	

become	work-ready	and	ultimately	employed	(Pease,	2006:	139).		

	

Where	governance	involves	inculcating	skills,	knowledges	and	abilities,	it	can	be	

understood	as	formally	organised	social	action.	This	is	complicated	in	pluralistic	

liberal	 democratic	 states,	where	 social	 relations	 are	 characterised	 by	 diversity	

and	differentiation,	meaning	social	orders	are	not	based	purely	on	shared	beliefs	

and	 traditional	 social	 structures.	 Here,	 communication	 often	 has	 to	 take	 place	

between	people	who	may	not	know	each	other,	which	 relies	on	 self-regulating	

practices	 in	 order	 to	 operate	 properly	 (Rawls,	 2008:	 710).	 The	 notion	 of	

governance	reflects	this	idea,	in	which	political	communities	are	perceived	to	be	

entities	 with	 a	 life	 of	 their	 own	 and	 intellectual	 and	moral	 characteristics	 are	

formed	 through	 interaction	 with	 others.	 Self-regulating	 interaction	 is	 often	

explained	 in	 terms	 of	 the	 free	market,	where	 individuals	 become	 competently	

self-governing	subjects	 through	experience	of	 the	gains	and	 losses	of	economic	

exchange	and	of	approval	and	disapproval	 throughout	the	course	of	 life	 in	civil	

society	(Hindess,	1993:	305).	In	this	way	the	coherence	of	social	orders	depends	

on	 constant	 attention	 to	 and	 competency	 of	 shared	 members’	 practices	 and	
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abilities	rather	than	on	formal	structures	or	individual	motivation	(Rawls,	2008:	

701).	 An	 implication	 of	 this	 understanding	 of	 pluralistic	 liberal	 democratic	

societies	 is	 that	 shared	 competence	 in	 practices	 is	 a	 necessary	 condition	 for	

liberal	governance	to	succeed.		

	

In	 these	 intercultural	 contexts	 the	 dynamics	 of	 intersubjectivity	 are	 also	

implicated.	 Understandings	 and	modes	 of	 practical	 action	 are	 reproduced	 and	

reshaped	 in	 interaction	 and	 interrelationships,	 meaning	 social	 conditions	 are	

central	to	the	production	of	common-sense	and	practice	(Merlan,	2005:	170).	In	

this	 way	 there	 are	 parallels	 between	 governance	 and	 ethnomethodology.	

Ethnomethodology	holds	that	formally	structured	and	technical	settings	depend	

on	mundane	activity.	Here,	mutual	intelligibility	requires	constant	attention	and	

competent	use	of	 shared	methods	of	organising	action	on	behalf	of	 individuals	

for	 its	 achievement	 (Rawls,	 2008:	 702).	 The	 ongoing	 and	 knowledgeable	

participation	 of	 self-governing	 subjects	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 as	 integral	 to	 the	

accomplishment	of	liberal	governance	that	organises	social	action.		

	

Both	 ethnomethodology	 and	 governmentality	 focus	on	 an	 analysable	 empirical	

domain	 and	 undermine	 the	 distinction	 between	 an	 observable	 ‘micro’	 level	

reproduction	of	a	normatively	assessed	‘macro’	order	(Levinson,	2005:	62).	They	

look	 to	 explain	 how	 instead	 of	 why	 action	 occurs.	 Governmentality	 theory	

collapses	the	macro/micro	distinction	and	looks	to	the	practical	conditions	that	

make	conduct	possible	rather	than	via	values,	 ideology	or	a	culture	concept.	So	

technologies	 are	 practices	 or	 techniques	 of	 knowing	 and	 doing	 that	 enable	

analysis	of	the	diffusion	and	availability	of	expert	knowledge	that	does	not	rely	
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on	 explanations	 of	 ideology	 and	 power	 (Levinson,	 2005:	 62).	 Techniques	 can	

take	 the	 form	 of	 know-how	 that	 is	 observable	 in	 the	 practical	 methods	 and	

technologies	 individuals	 use	 in	 the	 accomplishment	 of	 their	 everyday	 life.	 In	

terms	of	understanding	how	governance	attempts	to	create	governable	subjects	

in	the	case	of	unemployment,	knowledge	of	this	kind	provides	an	empirical	focus	

for	 the	 competencies	 needed	 to	 become	 a	 self-governing	 subject	 (Levinson,	

2005:	62).		

	

	

2.4.2	Applications	of	the	concept	of	Metis	knowledge		
	

Detienne	 and	Vernant’s	 (1974)	book	 “Cunning	Intelligence	 in	Greek	Culture	and	

Society”	introduced	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	into	contemporary	scholarly	

thought.	It	is	an	historical	investigation	into	the	term’s	usage	in	classical	ancient	

Greek	 historical	 sources	 including	myths,	 histories,	 architecture	 and	 literature.	

Detienne	 and	 Vernant	 (1974:	 3)	 ‘seek	 to	 define	 its	 structure	 and	 activity,	 the	

series	of	procedure	by	which	it	operates	and	the	implicit	rules	of	 logic	which	it	

obeys’.	 	The	study	locates	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	within	the	context	of	

ancient	Greece	and	takes	a	primarily	historical	and	epistemological	focus,	rather	

than	looking	to	contemporary	examples	and	its	implications.	

		

De	Certeau	(1984)	draws	on	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	to	theorise	the	role	

of	social	action	in	the	dynamics	of	domination	and	resistance	in	western	culture,	

in	 the	 context	 of	modernity.	De	Certau	uses	 the	 term	 ‘tactics’	 to	define	 actions	

that	 are	 indeterminate	 and	 unpredictable,	 representing	 the	 logic	 of	
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circumvention,	while	 ‘strategy’	refers	to	the	logic	of	power	(1984:	xix).	 ‘Tactics’	

are	 equated	with	metis	 knowledge,	which	 represents	 an	 individual’s	 ability	 to	

move	within	the	space	created	by	society.	This	use	of	the	concept	evokes	a	core	

aspect	 of	 metis	 knowledge,	 which	 is	 the	 ability	 to	 manoeuvre,	 disguise	 or	

transform	oneself	within	highly	structured	contexts	or	situations	for	one’s	own	

survival	(De	Certeau,	1984:	xi).			

	

Many	 scholars	 theorise	 metis	 knowledge	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 functionality	 for	

management	and	business	purposes	in	institutional	and	organisational	contexts	

(Letiche	 and	 Statler,	 2005,	 Mackay	 et	 al,	 2014,	 Sahay	 and	 Lewis,	 2010	 and	

Yardley,	 et	 al.	 2013).	 Management	 and	 business	 scholars’	 interest	 in	 metis	

knowledge	 is	 tied	 to	 its	 potential	 for	 improving	 efficient	 work	 and	 associated	

learning	 practices.	 Metis	 can	 simultaneously	 be	 associated	 with	 control	 and	

repression	 (Scott’s	primary	use	of	 the	 concept	 for	example),	while	at	 the	 same	

time	being	associated	with	creativity	and	release.	Management	scholars	are	most	

interested	in	the	latter	conception	of	metis	as	creative	(Letiche	and	Statler,	2005:	

4).	According	to	the	logic	of	metis	knowledge	as	a	creative	force,	successful	work	

practices	 in	 unpredictable	 environments	 depend	 on	 empowerment	 and	

autonomy	 for	 those	 directly	 involved	 in	 particular	 tasks	 to	 use	 their	 metis	

knowledge.	 The	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 can	 also	 explain	 how	 and	 why	

institutionally	 designed	 interventions	 can	 produce	 unintended	 outcomes	

(Yardley,	 et	 al.,	 2013:	 111).	 For	 example,	 Sahay	 and	 Lewis	 (2010)	 investigate	

how	public	 health	 systems	 can	better	 organise	 information	databases	 in	 order	

for	 expert	 public	 health	 practitioners	 to	 practice	 their	 metis	 knowledge	 and	

produce	optimal	outcomes.		
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Other	 scholars	 (Campbell,	 2015,	 Li,	 2014,)	 theorise	 the	 implications	 of	 metis	

knowledge	 in	 broader	 contexts,	 such	 as	 contemporary	 development	 projects.	

Campbell	 (2015)	notes	 that	 there	 is	a	premium	on	metis	knowledge	whenever	

difficult	policy	problems	resist	simple	technical	fixes.	Complex	policy	arenas	are	

characterised	 by	 a	 difficulty	 agreeing	 on	 a	 definition	 of	 problems	 and	 their	

solutions.	 Addressing	 such	 problems	 can	 create	 new	 difficulties,	 meaning	 that	

the	 type	of	knowledge	needed	 is	 ‘iterative	and	experimental,	 rather	 than	 fixed’	

(Campbell,	2015:	201).	That	is,	contrary	to	Scott’s	claim	that	the	removal	of	local	

metis	 knowledge	 is	 a	 precondition	 for	 administrative	 order,	 metis	 knowledge	

itself	 is	 sustained	 and	 becomes	 implicated	 within	 governing	 society,	 beyond	

acting	as	a	form	of	resistance.	Li	(2014:	388)	identifies	examples	in	which	metis	

knowledge	 is	 sustained,	 including	 when	 local	 knowledge	 is	 favoured	 over	

technical	 systemic	 knowledge;	 where	 metis	 knowledge	 sustains	 bureaucratic	

and	 profit-making	 schemes;	 and	 when	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 researched	 as	 a	

development	resource.		

	

	

2.4.3	The	concept	of	Metis	knowledge	located	in	Scott’s	broader	work	
	

James	 C	 Scott’s	 main	 interest	 has	 been	 the	 study	 of	 populations	 living	 on	 the	

margins	of	the	state,	and	the	means	they	use	to	defy	domination.	That	 is,	a	key	

concern	 within	 Scott’s	 works	 is	 the	 relationship	 between	 resistance	 and	

authority.	Several	interconnected	themes	underwrite	this,	including	opacity	and	

legibility,	 power	 and	 communication,	 state	 and	 non-state	 spaces,	 and	
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hierarchical	institutions	and	the	control	of	labor.	Metis	knowledge	unifies	these	

themes	 by	 highlighting	 the	 dynamics	 of	 social	 action	 and	 human	 agency	

underpinning	the	relationship	between	power	and	resistance.		

	

Scott's	 work	 “Domination	 and	 the	 Arts	 of	 Resistance”	 (1990)	 investigates	 how	

communication	 is	 distorted	 by	 power	 relations.	 Scott	 argues	 that	 one-way	

communication	 creates	 opacity	 for	 those	 above	 (for	 those	 in	 authority),	 while	

two-way	 communication	 creates	horizontal	 legibility	 (for	 the	dominated).	That	

is,	marginalised	and	subordinate	groups	resist	the	authority	of	their	superiors	by	

providing	them	with	opaque	and	misleading	communication,	while	maintaining	

productive	and	mutually	supportive	communication	amongst	themselves.	Metis	

knowledge	is	implicated	in	this	process	as	it	stands	in	opposition	to	imperative	

hierarchical	coordination	(Scott,	1998:	7).	That	is,	metis	knowledge	functions	in	

environments	 defined	 by	 two-way	 communication	 between	 equals.	 When	

individuals	are	in	direct	contact	with	a	situation	(or	performing	a	task),	and	are	

in	 a	 position	 of	 equality	 with	 one	 another,	 they	 are	 in	 a	 position	 to	 share	

information	more	clearly	and	easily.	

	

The	 aspects	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 based	 in	 practical	 experience	 and	 constantly	

altering	in	response	to	changing	situations	also	inform	the	themes	of	hierarchical	

institutions	 and	 the	 control	 of	 labour,	 prevalent	 in	 Scott’s	 work.	 Scott	 often	

focuses	 on	 agrarian	 societies,	 but	 also	 makes	 recourse	 to	 modern	 forms	 of	

production	and	the	labour	dynamics	implicit	within	them	to	demonstrate	modes	

of	 resistance	 to	 authority.	 Many	 production	 jobs	 involve	 metis	 knowledge,	 as	

they	depend	on	workers’	initiative,	improvisation	and	novel	application	of	skills	
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in	 response	 to	 unpredictable	 events.	However,	 rigid	 hierarchies	 and	 rules	 that	

define	 many	 workplace	 institutions	 only	 function	 effectively	 in	 predictable	

environments.	 Implicit	 within	 hierarchical	 authority	 relations	 is	 that	 those	 in	

control	cannot	afford	to	allow	those	in	direct	contact	with	work	tasks	to	use	their	

metis	 knowledge.	 In	 contexts	 of	 production,	 for	 example,	 hierarchies	 rely	 on	

implementing	metrics	 for	 assessing	 the	 skills	 or	 work	 quality	 of	 labor	 and	 its	

products.	Scott	argues	the	disregard	for	and	replacement	of	metis	knowledge	is	

driven	by	the	need	to	standardise	labour,	make	workplace	institutions	internally	

more	 legible	 and	 controllable,	 and	 therefore	 to	 more	 easily	 appropriate	 the	

product	of	labor	(Scott,	1998:	335).		

	

This	notion	is	applied	to	society	at	large	in	Seeing	Like	a	State	(Scott,	1998).	Scott	

focuses	 on	 how	 the	 state	 and	 its	 apparatuses	 operationalise	 the	 principle	 of	

legibility	 with	 the	 aim	 of	 controlling	 its	 subject	 population.	 This	 contention	 is	

connected	 to	 a	 line	 of	 inquiry	 into	 nomadic	 and	 other	 non-sedentary-living	

people	and	the	state’s	attempts	to	control	them.	According	to	Scott	(2009:	5),	the	

attempt	 to	 sedentarise	mobile	 populations	 has	 been	 to	make	 them	 productive	

and	 to	 ensure	 their	 economic	 activity	 and	 surplus	 is	 made	 legible	 for	 the	

purposes	of	taxation	and	assessment,	confiscation	and	appropriation.		

	

A	 key	 theme	 of	 Scott’s	 book	 The	 Art	 of	 Not	 Being	 Governed	 (2009)	 is	 the	

investigation	of	state	and	non-state	spaces.	State	spaces	can	be	physical	or	non-

physical	spaces	that	are	closely	aligned	with	and	legible	to	the	state.	On	the	other	

hand,	 non-state	 spaces,	 such	 as	 those	 occupied	 by	 nomadic	 populations,	 are	

difficult	 to	monitor	 and	 regulate.	 This	 is	 exemplified	 by	 a	 pattern	 of	 relations	
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between	local	knowledge	and	practices,	and	state	administrative	routines.	Metis	

knowledge	 is	 associated	 with	 ingenuity,	 invention,	 and	 effective	 responses	 to	

situations,	 while	 being	 opposed	 to	 responses	 mediated	 by	 managerial	 or	

bureaucratic	 hierarchy.	 The	mutability	 of	metis	 knowledge	makes	 it	 a	 suitable	

mode	of	resistance	for	those	avoiding	being	incorporated	into	the	fiscally	legible	

economy	of	wage	labour	and	sedentary	agriculture	(Scott,	2009:	10).	

	

	

2.4.4	Metis	knowledge	and	governing	
	

Where	 know-how	 is	 implicated	 in	 the	 process	 of	 governing	 it	 is	 necessary	 to	

investigate	the	intersection	of	epistemology	and	governance.	This	can	illuminate	

in	 more	 detail	 the	 specific	 kinds	 of	 knowledge	 involved	 in	 the	 process	 of	

becoming	a	self-regulating	subject	and	the	implications	of	this	for	the	limitations	

of	governance.	To	gain	a	more	complete	picture	of	the	role	of	this	there	needs	to	

be	a	 consideration	of	 knowledge	 in	 an	epistemological	 sense,	 in	 addition	 to	 its	

use	 in	relation	 to	power.	Both	Oakeshott	 (1990)	and	Scott	 (1998)	consider	 the	

intersection	of	epistemology	and	governance	and	note	how	particular	 forms	of	

knowledge	 place	 limitations	 on	 the	 ability	 to	 create	 governable	 subjects.	

However,	 they	 are	 not	 explicitly	 concerned	 with	 pluralistic	 liberal	 democratic	

contexts,	 in	which	governing	through	a	commitment	to	 individual	 liberty	 is	 the	

primary	mode	of	rule.		

		

Scott	 (1998)	 considers	metis	 knowledge	 to	 be	 located	 on	 the	 periphery	 of	 the	

actions	of	state	apparatuses,	which	acts	a	form	of	resistance	to	and	undermines	
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large-scale	schemes	of	social,	economic	or	environmental	improvement.	I	depart	

from	 Scott’s	 understanding	 of	 metis	 knowledge,	 by	 instead	 focussing	 on	 how	

metis	 knowledge	 becomes	 politically	 sanctioned	 and	 imposed.	 The	 nature	 of	

metis	 knowledge	makes	 it	 as	 much	 an	 ability	 as	 it	 is	 a	 form	 of	 knowledge.	 It	

consists	of	knowing	how	and	when	to	apply	intuition	or	practical	knowledge	in	

situations	 where	 uncertainties	 are	 overwhelming	 or	 in	 flux,	 and	 a	 capacity	 to	

respond	adaptively	to	this	(Scott,	1998:	327,	Letiche	and	Statler,	2005:	3).	Metis	

entails	 the	 relevant	 capacity	 to	 enact	 practical	 judgement	 rather	 than	 just	

exercising	habitual	practices.	Know-how’s	status	as	the	space	between	thought,	

values	and	action	means	 that	 it	 is	central	 to	 the	 formation	of	human	capacities	

and	 behaviour.	 This	 also	 makes	 it	 a	 leverage	 point	 –	 similar	 to	 habit	 –	 for	

governmental	 practices	 that	 seek	 to	 produce	 governable	 subjects	 through	

behavioural	 change.	 That	 is,	 when	 particular	 forms	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 are	

defined	 as	 correct	 or	 not,	 it	 becomes	 politically	 sanctioned	 and	 determines	

proper	behaviours	that	can	be	imposed	upon	populations.		

	

Metis	knowledge	 shares	 similarities	 to	ethnomethodological	 as	well	 as	 cultural	

cognition	frameworks	that	conceptualise	knowledge	as	linked	to	social	action	or	

the	 ability	 to	 operate	 in	 social	 worlds.	 That	 is,	 the	 common-sense	methods	 of	

constructing	and	maintaining	conditions	and	conventions	of	understanding	that	

allow	interaction	to	take	place	for	the	negotiation	of	the	social	world	(Acciaioli,	

1981:	 25).	Metis	 is	 related	 to	 this	 conception	 of	 knowledge	 in	 that	 it	 involves	

‘that	which	 needs	 to	 be	 known	 in	 order	 to	 operate	 reasonably	 effectively	 in	 a	

specific	social	environment’	(Bloch,	1994:	276).		

	



	
	

74	

Dean	 (2006:	 20)	 argues	 that	when	 governing	 is	 understood	 as	 the	 conduct	 of	

conduct,	 ‘conduct’	 as	 a	 noun	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 a	 sort	 of	 habitus,	 which	

implies	actions	and	abilities	applied	competently.	The	notion	of	metis	knowledge	

parallels	 Bourdieu’s	 notions	 of	 habitus	 in	 some	ways.	 Both	metis	 and	 habitus	

stress	 the	practical	elements	of	being	able	 to	accomplish	everyday	 tasks,	being	

acquired	 through	 being	 done,	 and	 are	 both	 relational	 in	 nature,	 constantly	

orienting	 themselves	 in	 relation	 to	a	 larger	 set	of	material	or	 social	 structures.	

Metis	and	habitus	also	emphasise	a	kind	of	knowledge	that	individuals	rely	on	in	

deciding	what	to	do	and	how	to	do	it.	This	involves	the	agency	of	those	using	it,	

which	is	enacted	in	the	selection	of	the	appropriate	knowledge	to	use	out	of	an	

array	of	potentially	other	applicable	sets	of	knowledge	and	then	in	deciding	how	

to	implement	it	(Kronenfeld,	2005:	822).		

	

While	 metis	 and	 habitus	 are	 similar,	 habitus	 emphasises	 how	 this	 kind	 of	

knowledge	operates	 in	 familiar	contexts,	whereas	metis	knowledge	operates	 in	

unfamiliar	 situations.	 Habitus	 accords	 theoretical	 weight	 to	 socialisation	 and	

social	 reproduction,	 meaning	 it	 does	 not	 necessarily	 explain	 how	 changes	 in	

social	practice	and	structures	might	happen	(Connel,	2007:	41).	The	emphasis	on	

social	 action	 at	 the	 unconscious	 taken-for-granted	 level	 in	 habitus	 becomes	

problematic	 in	 situations	 where	 there	 are	 a	 multitude	 of	 different	 views	 that	

cause	 or	 advocate	 social	 change,	 requiring	 reflexive	 agent-driven	 change	 on	

behalf	of	social	agents.	This	is	prevalent	in	pluralistic	liberal	democratic	societies	

where	 there	 is	 tension	 between	 the	 imperatives	 of	 governance	 and	 non-

conformity	 to	 these	 imperatives	 (Cain,	 2013:	 343).	 Habitus	 is	 more	 suited	 to	

undifferentiated	 societies	 where	 the	 central	 mode	 of	 domination	 operates	



	
	

75	

through	 direct	 interpersonal	 relations	 such	 as	 a	 class	 distinction,	 rather	 than	

through	 impersonal	 institutions	 that	 organise	modes	 of	 conduct	 including	 the	

governance	of	pluralistic	liberal	democratic	societies	(Swartz,	1993:	113).		

	

Understanding	 how	 different	 modes	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 permeate	 governing	

practices	shifts	the	analytical	focus	to	considering	the	limits	of	governance	itself.	

This	 is	 in	 opposition	 to	 a	 habitus-centric	 analysis	 that	 centres	 on	 how	 people	

may	 or	 may	 not	 be	 able	 to	 manoeuvre	 within	 governmental	 regimes.	 That	 is,	

where	analytical	attention	is	drawn	to	how	governance	demands	conformity	to	

an	 alternative	 mode	 of	 metis	 knowledge,	 it	 highlights	 the	 limitations	 of	

government’s	ability	to	accomplish	this.		

	

The	 implicit	 experiential	 nature	 of	 metis	 makes	 it	 similar	 to	 the	

phenomenologically-informed	 concept	 of	 life-world,	 although	 the	 two	 are	

operationalised	differently	and	contain	diverging	 theoretical	assumptions.	Life-

world	 attempts	 to	 described	 pre-theoretical	 experience	 that	 allows	 people	 to	

interact	 with	 nature	 and	 to	 develop	 cultural	 forms.	 It	 comprises	 the	 skills,	

competences	 and	 knowledges	 that	 ordinary	 people	 use	 to	 negotiate	 their	way	

through	 everyday	 life,	 to	 interact	with	 other	 people	 and	 to	 create,	 sustain	 and	

repair	 social	 relationships	 (Edgar,	 2006:	 89).	 Metis	 knowledge	 is	 similarly	

concerned	with	the	practical	skills	and	acquired	intelligence	used	for	responding	

to	human	interaction.	Both	life-world	and	metis	knowledge	share	a	concern	for	

that	 which	 enables	 competent	 social	 interaction	 for	 ordinary	 people	 as	 social	

agents,	 rather	 than	 solely	 focusing	 on	 the	 coercive	 power	 society	 has	 over	

individuals.		
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Despite	 its	 close	 resemblance	 in	 terms	 of	 describing	 social	 action,	 metis	

knowledge	deviates	from	life-world	in	respect	to	its	theoretical	presuppositions.	

Social	 theorist	Habermas	applies	 the	 life-world	concept	within	a	critical	 theory	

framework	 to	 identify	 how	 modern	 forms	 of	 capitalism	 create	 and	 maintain	

bureaucratic	 control	 over	 populations.	 Habermas	 relies	 on	 a	 dualism	 between	

large-scale	and	 small-scale	 societies	 to	operationalise	his	 concept	of	 life-world.	

That	 is,	 small-scale	 societies	 can	 be	 organised	 by	 the	 everyday	 social	

competences	 of	 the	 people	 who	 live	 in	 it	 and	 their	 ability	 to	 communicate	

meaningfully	with	one	another	(communicative	action);	that	is,	life-worlds	order	

small-scale	society.	In	contrast,	large-scale	societies	rely	on	instrumental	action,	

in	 which	 people	 consider	 other	 persons	 in	 terms	 of	 their	 simplified	 and	

predictable	responses	 to	certain	stimuli.	Habermas	terms	this	 form	of	ordering	

social	interaction	‘the	system’	(Edgar,	2006:	18).		

	

Habermas	 argues	 that	 the	 system	 can	 cause	 pathological	 outcomes	 when	 it	

intrudes	 on	 the	 life-world	 by	 eroding	 complex	 cultural	 meanings	 and	

undermining	the	freedom	it	provides	people	to	define	their	own	needs,	 termed	

the	colonisation	of	the	 life-world	(Edgar,	2006:	91).	 Implicit	within	Habermas’s	

conception	of	the	 ‘system’	is	that	social	 interaction	becomes	largely	predictable	

sequence	 of	 actions	 and	 reactions.	 This	 entails	 that	 it	 is	 organised	 in	 terms	 of	

consistent	and	relatively	simple	rules	that	govern	interaction	between	people.	In	

contrast,	Scott	(1998:310)	uses	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	to	illustrate	how	

formally	 organised	 social	 action,	 taking	 the	 form	 of	 high	 modernism,	 is	

inadequate	 for	 creating	 successful	 social	 orders.	 Metis	 knowledge	 does	 not	
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assume	 that	 all	 interactions	 will	 be	 the	 same	 and	 instead	 recognises	 their	

ambiguity	 and	 complexity	 even	 in	 large-scale	 societies.	 Habermas	 focuses	 on	

how	 the	 life-world	 becomes	 subordinate	 to	 instrumental	 relations	 under	

modernism	 and	 capitalism.	 Conversely	 the	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	

illustrates	how	large-scale	forms	of	social	control	are	not	necessarily	successful.	

	

I	use	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	to	explain	and	describe	how	different	kinds	

of	 knowledge	 intersect	 and	 the	 implications	 of	 this	 for	 the	 efficacy	 of	 policy	

initiatives	and	neoliberal	governance	more	generally.	Much	scholarly	 literature	

in	 both	 the	 human	 sciences	 and	 the	 natural	 sciences	 also	 focuses	 on	 diverse	

knowledge	 systems.	 These	 are	 variously	 termed	 Indigenous	 knowledge,	

traditional	 knowledge	 or	 local	 knowledge.	 In	 the	 natural	 sciences,	 Indigenous	

knowledge	 is	 often	 concerned	 with	 environmental/ecological	 knowledge,	 its	

uses	and	characteristics,	 focusing	especially	on	 taxonomical	knowledge	or	how	

people	create	pragmatic	classifications	of	relations	among	entities.	Interrogating	

dominant	discourses	and	the	recognising	and	valuing	of	cultural	diversity	drive	

the	 study	 of	 Indigenous	 knowledge	 in	 the	 human	 sciences.	 Researchers	 in	

developing	countries	often	study	Indigenous	knowledge	with	an	aim	to	apply	it	

in	order	to	solve	problems	such	as	poverty	at	the	local	level	(Silitoe,	1998).	

	

Nakata	 (2007:	 184)	 argues	 that	 when	 humanitarian,	 practical,	 environmental	

and	 scientific	 interests	 promote	 the	 various	 uses	 of	 Indigenous	 knowledge,	 it	

becomes	conceptualised	as	being	detached	from	a	holistic	notion	of	culture	and	

more	reflective	of	those	different	sectorial	interests	themselves.	Agrawal	(1995)	

argues	 that	 treating	 Indigenous	 knowledge	 as	 a	 resource	 to	 be	 used	 implies	 a	
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dichotomy	 between	 western	 and	 Indigenous	 knowledge.	 An	 underlying	

assumption	arising	from	this	is	that	the	two	knowledge	systems	are	independent	

of	 one	 another	 and	 stationary	 and	 unchanging,	when	 in	 fact	 the	 two	 influence	

each	 other	 (Nakata,	 2007:	 187).	 Metis	 knowledge	 theorises	 the	 interpretative	

and	interactional	knowledge	that	provides	individuals	with	an	understanding	of	

how	to	act	in	different	situations,	while	also	recognising	the	influence	of	cultural	

context	on	 this.	Metis	knowledge	emphasises	 the	 implications	of	how	different	

knowledge	systems	interact.	This	makes	it	applicable	to	examining	the	limits	of	

governance	when	it	relies	on	knowledge	transfer	to	create	work-ready	citizens.		

	

	

2.5	The	limits	of	governance	
	

Liberal	 governance	 attempts	 to	 create	 competent	 governable	 subjects	 by	

teaching	the	metis	knowledge	needed	to	form	correct	habits	necessary	for	self-

regulating	 interaction.	 However,	 the	 nature	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 means	 this	 is	

difficult	to	accomplish	through	formal	pedagogical	means,	limiting	the	efficacy	of	

governance.	Liberal	political	reason	sees	 individual	 liberty	as	a	 limit	not	 just	 in	

terms	of	the	legitimate	reach	of	government	but	also	its	effectiveness,	by	setting	

the	conditions	of	what	government	can	do	to	civil	society	(Hindess,	2001:	93).	In	

pluralistic	 liberal	 democratic	 societies,	 individual	 liberty	 or	 autonomy	 is	

guaranteed	 through	 securing	 conditions	 both	 internal	 and	 external	 to	 the	

individual.	 The	 state	 is	 expected	 to	 enable	 this	 by	 providing	 the	 conditions	

necessary	to	facilitate	one’s	autonomy	in	order	to	acquire	an	awareness	of	views	

of	 what	 constitutes	 a	 good	 life	 (Kymlicka,	 1995:	 81).	 That	 is,	 members	 of	 a	
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society	can	become	fully	autonomous	persons	through	knowledge	and	character	

formation	 provided	 by	 a	 system	 of	 compulsory	 education	 that	 configures	 the	

person	internally	and	through	policies	of	general	welfare	that	configure	external	

material	conditions	(Hindess,	1993:	307).	

	

The	reasoning	that	a	lack	of	education	can	cause	a	lack	of	autonomy	extends	to	

economic	 participation	 and	 paid	 employment.	 Compulsory	 education	 is	

important	for	ensuring	or	distributive	justice,	that	is,	distributing	to	citizens	the	

skills	and	knowledge	necessary	 for	them	to	make	meaningful	use	of	 their	basic	

liberties	 to	 enjoy	 fair	 value	 and	 fair	 equality	 of	 opportunity	 in	 order	 to	 secure	

jobs	in	the	economic	marketplace	(Reidy,	2001:	588).	Skills	include	literacy	and	

numeracy,	 but	 also	 cultural,	 historical,	 philosophical,	 political	 and	 scientific	

knowledge.	 The	 importance	 of	 work,	 employment	 and	 economic	 self-reliance	

includes	wages	 as	 a	main	measure	 of	 security	 and	 self-reliance	 and	work	 as	 a	

significant	 part	 of	 one’s	 life.	 This	means	 one	needs	 the	 skills	 to	 negotiate	with	

supervisors	and	co-workers	in	the	workplace	and	increase	one’s	autonomy	over	

what	happens	there	and	what	happens	to	oneself	there	(Brighouse,	2006:	29).	

	

Formal	pedagogy	in	the	form	of	compulsory	education	is	central	to	a	functioning	

liberal	democratic	society,	but	is	also	a	source	of	its	limited	effectiveness.	Where	

individuals	 do	 not	 act	 in	 their	 own	 self-interest	 or	 appear	 indifferent	 to	 their	

own	development	 this	 presents	 a	 limit	 of	 the	 liberal	 state,	which	 relies	 on	 the	

voluntary	 compliance	 of	 citizens	 (Cruikshank,	 1999:	 4).	 Here	 there	 is	 an	

assumption	 that	 the	 limitation	of	governance	can	be	 located	where	subjects	do	

not	realise	themselves	in	terms	of	the	capacities	attributed	to	them	by	the	state.	
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However,	 the	 limitations	of	 governance	go	beyond	 this	 to	 the	 level	of	knowing	

and	learning,	which	can	be	explained	in	terms	of	metis	knowledge.		

	

In	 pluralistic	 liberal	 democratic	 society,	 groups	 of	 people	who	 are	marginal	 to	

mainstream	 economic	 institutions	 are	 under	 pressure	 to	 conform	 to	 a	 certain	

kind	 of	 politically	 sanctioned	 metis	 knowledge.	 This	 is	 due	 to	 processes	 of	

industrialisation,	 including	 the	 division	 of	 labour,	 increased	 physical	 mobility,	

commodity	 markets,	 formal	 education,	 professional	 specialisation	 and	 mass	

media	 (Scott,	 1998:	 335).	 Politically	 sanctioned	 mainstream	 metis	 knowledge	

drives	 the	 contemporary	 economy	 in	 various	 ways.	 For	 example	 interactive	

service	 work	 draws	 on	 the	 skills	 of	 active	 listening	 and	 patience	 for	 knowing	

when	 and	 how	 to	 speak,	 requiring	 social	 skills,	 certain	 personality	 traits,	

interpersonal	skills	and	personal	relations	(Rennstam	and	Lee	Ashcraft,	2013:	7).	

This	kind	of	knowledge	enables	career	flexibility	and	adaptability,	and	is	highly	

valued	 within	 economies	 dominated	 by	 service	 sectors.	 Metis	 knowledge	 is	

situated	in	interaction	and	entails	knowledge	of	how	to	interact	persuasively	and	

effectively	within	the	frame	of	one’s	practice	(Rennstam	and	Lee	Ashcraft,	2013:	

8).	

	

Where	 governance	 contains	 a	 formal	 pedagogical	 element,	 there	needs	 to	 be	 a	

consideration	of	how	different	knowledge	systems	interact	and	the	implications	

of	 this	 for	governing	 in	plural	 liberal	democratic	contexts.	A	knowledge	system	

can	 be	 understood	 as	 different	 ways	 of	 knowing	 and	 transmitting	 knowledge	

(Marglin,	 1990:	94).	Different	 kinds	of	 knowledge	or	ways	of	 knowing	possess	

different	characteristics.	This	has	implications	for	the	transmission	of	knowledge	
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to	the	governed	population	that	needs	to	learn	correct	habits	of	behaviour.	The	

contrast	between	propositional	knowledge	and	procedural	or	metis	knowledge	

illustrates	differences	between	the	two	in	terms	of	transmission.	

	

Propositional	knowledge	concerns	knowledge	that	is	explicit	knowledge	of	a	fact.	

This	kind	of	knowledge	 is	primarily	 theoretical,	 impersonal	 and	 impartial.	 It	 is	

geared	towards	verification,	needing	to	be	articulable	and	applicable	to	all	times	

and	 places.	 The	 requirement	 for	 practical	 knowledge	 to	 be	 universal	 and	

reproducible	means	it	needs	to	be	analytic,	based	on	logical	deduction	from	self-

evident	 first	 principles	 and	 breaking	 down	 a	 body	 of	 knowledge	 into	 its	

components	(Marglin,	1990:	97).	Where	the	object	of	knowledge	is	analytic	and	

formulated	into	rules,	 it	can	be	represented	through	a	linguistic	medium	and	is	

therefore	 transmitted	 or	 learned	 either	 verbally	 or	 textually	 in	 order	 to	 know	

that	 a	 fact	 is	 true.	 This	 form	 of	 transmission	 also	 means	 that	 it	 can	 be	

deliberately	learned	(Oakeshott,	1990:	12).	

	

In	 contrast,	 procedural	 knowledge	 and	 metis	 knowledge	 are	 difficult	 to	 teach	

through	formal,	standardised	and	reproducible	means	necessary	for	governing	a	

population	 (0akeshott,	 1990:	 12).	 Procedural	 knowledge	 can	 be	 defined	 as	 a	

capacity	 for	 or	 a	 disposition	 to	 a	 set	 of	 behaviours	 that	 is	 not	 reflective	 and	

cannot	be	formulated	into	rules.	It	is	also	an	intelligent	capacity	or	ability	to	act	

out	a	set	of	relevant	rules,	cannons	or	criteria	governing	the	intelligent	execution	

of	 how	 to	 do	 something	 (Fantle,	 2008:	 455).	 This	 kind	 of	 knowledge	 is	

manifested	 in	 the	 use	 of	 a	 skill,	 meaning	 that	 ability	 is	 closely	 aligned	 with	

knowledge.	Therefore	there	is	a	need	to	transform	a	set	of	propositions	into	non-
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linguistic	 procedures	 before	 a	 task	 can	 be	 effected	 rapidly,	 efficiently,	

automatically	and	properly	(Bloch,	1994:	278).		

	

Metis	knowledge	 is	 also	 revealed	 through	 the	performance	of	 an	action,	not	 in	

manuals	or	written	form,	meaning	the	theory	underlying	it	is	implicit	and	cannot	

be	 articulated	 very	 easily	 (Marglin,	 1990:	 96).	 In	 addition,	metis	 knowledge	 is	

also	personal;	it	exists	in	relationships	and	cannot	be	transmitted	or	maintained	

apart	from	them.	In	western	culture,	propositional	knowledge	is	often	taught	in	

schools	through	books,	while	metis	is	usually	taught	through	an	apprenticeship	

model	 (Marglin,	 1990:	 97).	 The	 characteristics	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 means	 it	

cannot	be	taught	or	learned	through	communicating	abstractions,	only	imparted	

or	 acquired	 by	 continuous	 contact	 with	 one	 who	 is	 perpetually	 practising	 it	

(Oakeshott,	 1990:	 15).	 Governing	 plural	 liberal	 democratic	 societies	 requires	

pedagogy	 to	 operate	 on	 a	 large	 scale	 according	 to	 a	 principle	 of	 uniform	

application	 of	 laws	 and	 policies.	 Accordingly,	 formal	 pedagogy	 is	 the	 main	

mechanism	for	preparing	individuals	for	work	and	ensuring	distributive	justice;	

however,	this	cannot	easily	accommodate	metis	knowledge.		

	

Three	 different	 aspects	 of	 governance	 act	 as	 functional	 constraints	 on	 its	

effectiveness	 and	 exacerbate	 the	 complex	 nature	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 the	

difficulty	 in	 transmitting	 it.	 First,	 underlying	 the	 simplifying	 and	 mundane	

practices	 of	 governance	 are	 presumptions	 that	 subjects	 should	 possess	 a	

standard	form	of	metis	knowledge	that	is	actually	contingent	and	contextual.	Li	

(2005)	has	argued	 that	 those	who	govern	 ‘position	 themselves	as	experts	who	

know	 how	 others	 should	 live,	 they	 collect	 and	 arrange	 data	 according	 to	
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simplified	 grids,	 they	 diagnose	 deficiencies,	 and	 they	 devise	 elaborate	

interventions	 to	 bring	 about	 improvement’	 (Li,	 2005:	 384).	 That	 is,	 central	 to	

government	 is	 its	 moral	 character.	 Government	 endeavours	 to	 administer	 the	

lives	 of	 subjects	 in	 light	 of	 their	 conception	 of	 what	 is	 good,	 healthy,	 normal,	

virtuous,	efficient	or	profitable	(Rose	and	Miller,	1992:	175).	Those	who	govern	

inhabit	a	position	in	which	they	possess	the	metis	knowledge	to	function	in	the	

moral	world	they	attempt	to	create.		

		

Practices	of	government	exist	in	various	relations	to	particular	metis	knowledge	

as	well	as	forms	of	expertise,	discourses	and	rationalities	of	government,	but	are	

not	necessarily	a	realisation	of	them.	Governance	attempts	to	apply	its	rules	and	

operations	 uniformly	 across	 culturally,	 morally	 and	 epistemologically	 diverse	

worlds.	However,	experts	or	 those	who	govern	 formulate	governance	practices	

that	assume	knowledge	of	how	to	work	within	a	certain	context,	which	requires	

an	array	of	skills	and	local	metis	knowledge.	In	this	case,	metis	is	the	knowledge	

of	how	to	negotiate	the	moral	world	conceived	in	the	minds	of	those	who	govern,	

which	 may	 be	 foreign	 to	 many	 other	 groups	 of	 people	 and	 cannot	 be	 taught	

easily.	 The	 nature	 of	 the	 dominant,	 politically	 sanctioned	 form	 of	 metis	

knowledge	 –	 imposed	 on	 others	 through	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 –	 is	

discussed	in	greater	detail	 in	chapter	five.	The	implications	of	this	are	explored	

in	chapter	seven.		

	

Secondly,	governance	–	by	the	nature	of	its	practices	and	the	language	it	employs	

–	assumes	 that	 the	acquisition	of	metis	knowledge	and	capabilities	by	 subjects	

will	 occur	 in	 the	 future,	 as	 a	 result	 of	 its	 actions	 in	 the	 present.	 Governance	
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contains	 a	 utopian	 element	 in	 that	 there	 is	 an	 assumption	 that	 there	 can	 be	 a	

match	 between	 the	 intentions	 and	 outcomes	 of	 policies	 that	 aim	 for	

improvement	(Dean,	2010:	44).	Dean	(1995:	565)	also	characterises	this	as	the	

telos	 of	 governance,	 that	 is,	 the	 aim,	 end,	 goal,	 or	 design	 of	 governmental	

practices.	This	presupposes	a	type	of	person,	community,	organisation	or	society	

to	 be	 achieved.	 Practices	 of	 governance	 presume	 subjects	 will	 have	 all	 the	

capabilities	necessary	to	function	properly	as	planned	and	improve	themselves.	

This	 suggests	 that	 there	 is	 a	 presumption	 that	 subjects	will	 develop	metis-like	

knowledge	and	capabilities	 through	 the	 formal	pedagogical	means	provided	by	

the	state;	however,	this	is	not	necessarily	guaranteed.		

	

Third,	 metis	 stands	 at	 the	 limit	 of	 the	 capacities,	 qualities	 and	 statuses	 that	

government	 practices	 can	 elicit,	 promote,	 facilitate	 and	 attribute	 to	 agents.	

Government	 shapes	 agents	 in	 this	 way	 through	 technical	 means	 available	 by	

particular	 knowledges	 (Dean,	 1995:	 569).	 However,	 ‘technical	 means	 are	 a	

condition	 of	 governing	 and	 often	 impose	 limits	 over	what	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 do’	

(Dean,	 2010:	 42).	 That	 is,	 expert	 knowledge	 brackets	 out	 certain	 factors,	 but	

does	 not	 neutralise	 them.	 Government	 operates	 according	 to	 models	 that	 can	

realistically	 set	 out	 the	 parameters	 of	 acting	 on	 subjects	 in	 order	 to	 do	 what	

government	wants	them	to	do	(Dean,	2010:	42).		

	

In	this	way,	governance	can	act	as	a	heuristic	only	to	a	certain	extent,	can	only	

instruct	in	an	indirect	way	and	is	 limited	as	to	the	extent	it	can	achieve	what	it	

wants	to	achieve.	That	is,	 ‘Intrinsic	to	the	art	of	government	applied	at	the	level	

of	 the	 population	 is	 respect	 for	 the	 complexity	 of	 the	 relations	 on	 which	 the	
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population’s	wellbeing	depends,	and	recognition	 that	 the	processes	 intrinsic	 to	

populations	cannot	be	managed	in	micro	detail’	(Li,	2005:	387).	Metis	as	a	form	

of	 complex,	 experientially-acquired	 knowledge	 sits	 at	 the	 limits	 of	 what	 it	 is	

possible	 for	 government	 to	 inculcate.	 It	 cannot	 attribute	 the	 multiple	 and	

complex	 capacities	 needed	 for	 metis	 through	 formal	 pedagogical	 means.	

Government	 can	 only	 rely	 on	 practices	 that	 promote	 self-governance	 to	

encourage	a	subject	to	attain	the	attributes	and	capacities	needed	for	metis.		

	

	

2.6	Conclusion	
	

Successfully	governing	behaviour	depends	on	the	subjects	possessing	knowledge	

of	 how	 to	 operate	 according	 to	 what	 are	 considered	 correct	 and	 incorrect	

behaviours	 in	 a	 particular	 social	 setting.	 Governing	 regimes	 often	 assume	 that	

the	 capabilities,	 skills	 and	 knowledge	 –	 in	 particular	 metis	 knowledge	 –	

necessary	for	self-governance	can	be	taught;	however,	these	are	often	difficult	to	

impart.	The	governance–epistemology	interface	becomes	most	problematic	and	

visible	 in	 pluralistic	 liberal	 democracies,	 in	 which	 the	 attempt	 to	 use	 formal	

pedagogy	as	a	technique	of	governance	acts	as	a	limiting	factor.		

	

As	 Levinson	 (2005:	 59)	 notes,	 ‘The	 practice	 of	 government	 does	 not	 preclude	

coercive,	direct	control	but	it	cannot	be	reduced	to	it’.	Much	scholarly	attention	

has	been	paid	 to	 the	authoritarian	aspects	of	 liberal	governance;	however,	 this	

can	fail	to	take	into	consideration	the	limiting	factor	presented	by	differing	forms	

of	knowledge.	Helliwell	and	Hindess	(2002:	140)	use	Foucault’s	definition	of	the	
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human	subject	as	 ‘an	object	of	knowledge	and	a	subject	that	knows’	in	order	to	

frame	 their	 discussion	 of	 how	 nominally	 liberal	 governmental	 regimes	 use	

coercive	measures	 against	members	 of	 society	who	 are	 categorised	 as	 unfit	 to	

govern	 themselves.	 On	 the	 one	 hand	 this	 definition	 of	 the	 subject	 points	 to	 a	

theoretical	adherence	to	an	instrumental	conception	of	knowledge,	while	on	the	

other	 it	signifies	an	ambiguous	definition	of	the	subject.	Here	 it	 is	useful	 to	ask	

what	 it	 is	 that	 the	 subject	 knows	 and	 how	 they	 know	 it.	 In	 asking	 this,	 metis	

knowledge	is	implicated.		

	

Utilising	 metis	 knowledge	 as	 a	 conceptual	 framework	 illuminates	 how	

governance	 is	 inherently	 limited	 in	 its	 capacity	 to	 create	 governable	 subjects.	

The	 nature	 of	 metis	 as	 form	 of	 procedural	 knowledge	 that	 is	 contingent,	

contextual,	embodied	and	learnt	through	practice	means	it	 is	not	well-suited	to	

large-scale,	uniform	modes	of	control	and	cannot	be	easily	transmitted	through	

formal	pedagogy.	This	framework	can	explain	policy	failure	in	culturally	diverse	

liberal	 democratic	 societies	 such	 as	 North	 America	 and	 Australia.	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	 in	particular	stands	as	an	example	of	a	 form	of	governance	

that	 attempts	 to	 change	 human	 behaviour	 through	 pedagogical	 means	 of	

governing.	 As	 McKee	 (2009:	 473)	 notes,	 governance	 theory	 often	 focuses	 on	

textual	 discourses,	 which	 cannot	 necessarily	 account	 for	 why	 governable	

subjects	might	not	be	actualised	through	discourses	 in	 the	policy	realm.	 In	 this	

case,	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 used	 to	 explain	 why	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

fails	to	create	governable,	work-ready	subjects.	
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Chapter	3:	Explanations	for	the	failure	of	Indigenous	
employment	policy	
	

3.1	Introduction	
	

The	 commitment	 to	 increase	 levels	 of	 employment	 is	 a	 long-standing	 aim	 of	

Indigenous	employment	policy,	and	is	currently	a	central	goal	of	Closing	the	Gap,	

which	 has	 been	 the	 principle	 policy	 framework	 for	 Indigenous	 people	 in	

Australia	 since	 2007.	 Despite	 this,	 Indigenous	 unemployment	 rates	 in	 urban	

contexts	 such	 as	 Darwin	 remain	 higher	 than	 for	 non-Indigenous	 Australians.	

Explaining	policy	failure	and	the	ineffectiveness	of	policy	and	the	way	it	attempts	

to	 solve	 the	 problem	 of	 Indigenous	 unemployment	 are	 therefore	 the	 focus	 of	

much	critique.	In	this	chapter	I	outline	the	policies	and	programs	that	comprise	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy,	 the	 neoliberal	 principles	 that	 inform	 them	and	

the	various	explanations	for	their	repeated	failure.		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 situated	 within	 a	 context	 defined	 by	

Indigenous	 labour	history,	 characterised	by	dispossession	 and	marginalisation.	

The	policy	 has	 been	 associated	with	 a	 self-determination	policy	 paradigm	 that	

has	 become	 increasingly	 neoliberal	 in	 character.	 The	 failure	 of	 policy	 is	 often	

framed	 in	 terms	 of	 arguments	 originating	 from	 competing	 political	 ideologies.	

These	 debates	 focus	 on	 the	 role	 of	 Indigenous	 cultures	 and	 their	 impact	 on	

employment	 outcomes	 and	 can	 be	 normative	 in	 nature.	 Academic	 literature	

focusing	on	Indigenous	conceptions	of	work	often	emphasises	how	key	economic	

concepts,	 including	 production,	 consumption,	 and	 exchange	 are	 influenced	 by	

Indigenous	cultures	and	understood	differently.		
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The	 failure	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 to	 improve	 labour	 market	

outcomes	 for	 Indigenous	 citizens	 can	 also	 be	 linked	 to	 the	 problem-solving	

rationale	behind	policy	itself.	That	is,	public	policy	is	informed	by	the	principle	of	

instrumental	rationality,	which	holds	that	problems	can	be	solved	using	rational,	

analytical	methods	and	objective	forms	of	knowledge.	This	way	of	thinking	about	

public	 policy	 problems	 cannot	 easily	 accommodate	 the	 problem	 of	

incommensurate	 meaning	 and	 epistemological	 dissonance.	 I	 outline	 how	

applying	 mainstream	 policy	 problem-solving	 principles	 to	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 is	 complicated	 by	 Indigenous	 subjectivities.	 This	 is	

exemplified	by	 the	way	 in	which	policy	 is	 implemented	 and	 evaluated	 and	 the	

institutional	context	within	which	policy	is	situated.		

	

	

3.2	Indigenous	labour	history	

	

Indigenous	people’s	engagement	with	the	mainstream	economy	in	the	past	has	

been	characterised	by	marginalisation,	exploitation	and	attempts	at	integration.	

Current	 state	 policies	 are	 situated	 within	 this	 historical	 context	 and	 link	

Indigenous	 wellbeing	 with	 employment,	 aiming	 to	 halve	 the	 employment	 gap	

between	 Indigenous	 and	non-Indigenous	Australians.	 This	 is	 one	 of	 six	 central	

objectives	 in	 the	Closing	 the	Gap	policy,	which	aims	 to	halve	 the	statistical	gap	

between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	Australians	in	key	areas	of	life.	Past	and	

present	 trends	 in	 policy	 demonstrate	 certain	 conceptions	 of	 work	 and	
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employment	 and	 an	 underlying	 instrumental	 rationality	 informed	by	 positivist	

ideals.	 Understanding	 policy	 in	 these	 terms	 offers	 an	 explanation	 for	 how	 and	

why	 Indigenous	 policy	 has	 failed	 to	 create	 socio-economic	 equality	 for	

Indigenous	Australian	citizens.		

	

Indigenous	 labour	 history	 is	 characterised	 by	marginalisation	 and	 exploitation	

arising	from	the	interaction	between	the	internal	(Indigenous)	economy	and	the	

imposed	external	 (mainstream	capitalist)	 economy.	An	economy	 is	understood	

as	the	production,	distribution,	exchange	and	consumption	of	material	goods,	the	

ways	 they	 interact	 with	 other	 valued	 items	 through	 exchange,	 and	 the	

organisation	 of	 these	 processes	 (Keen,	 2010:	 7).	 Different	 theoretical	 concepts	

are	 used	 to	 explain	 and	 understand	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	 two	 different	

economies.	 Internal	 colonialism	 describes	 the	 flow	 of	 resources	 from	 the	

colonised	to	colonisers,	involving	the	dispossession	of	land.	Welfare	colonialism	

is	a	process	that	describes	welfare	as	a	form	of	neo-colonial	social	control,	which	

creates	dependency	on	welfare	 in	 order	 to	prevent	 autonomy	 (Keen,	 2010:	7).	

The	notion	of	the	hybrid	economy	looks	at	the	intersection	of	different	economic	

forms	including	customary,	market	and	state	sectors	that	are	treated	equally	and	

analytically	(Keen,	2010:	8).	

	

In	Australia,	Indigenous	people’s	traditional	means	of	economic	production	were	

removed	during	colonisation	and	many	were	excluded	 from	 the	 labour	market	

until	 recently.	Michael	 Dockery	 is	 an	 economist	 focussing	 on	 the	 influences	 of	

education,	 training	 and	 perceptions	 of	 wellbeing	 on	 Indigenous	 labour	

economics	dynamics.	Dockery	(2007:	15)	argues	that	as	a	result	of	this	history	of	
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colonisation,	the	transition	into	the	modern	economy	is	still	in	an	early	stage	for	

many	Indigenous	people.	During	Australia’s	early	history	of	colonisation,	settler	

capitalism	 was	 a	 dominant	 economic	 logic,	 which	 had	 the	 effect	 of	 clearing	

impediments	to	extractive	forms	of	capitalism	such	as	pastoralism.	Land	seizures	

marginalised	and	 impoverished	 Indigenous	people	and	positioned	 them	on	 the	

periphery	of	non-Indigenous	society	and	its	economy	(Lloyd,	2010:	24).	Prior	to	

Indigenous	people	being	recognised	as	citizens,	each	state	government	and	the	

federal	 government	 in	 relation	 to	 the	 Northern	 Territory	 enacted	 legislation	

controlling	Indigenous	lives	and	labour.	Governments	dictated	where	and	when	

people	could	work	and	what	type	and	conditions	of	work	and	the	amount	of	pay	

they	 could	 receive	 (Keen	 and	 Lloyd,	 2012:	 9).	Where	 Indigenous	 people	were	

included	in	the	mainstream	economy	and	labour	market,	they	were	often	unpaid	

or	underpaid	in	comparison	to	non-Indigenous	workers	(Keen	and	Lloyd,	2012:	

7).	 This	 represents	 a	 coercive	 form	 of	 economic	 relationship,	 or	 internal	

colonialism.	

	

Indigenous	 peoples	 throughout	 Australia	 experienced	 dispossession	 and	

marginalisation.	 Within	 urban	 areas	 Indigenous	 people	 became	 partially	

absorbed	into	mainstream	society	but	remained	on	the	margins	of	that	society	in	

the	 southern	half	of	 the	 country	where	 the	majority	of	 the	population	 live	and	

which	 was	 colonised	 earlier.	 In	 northern	 Australia,	 which	 experienced	

colonisation	 later,	 some	 Indigenous	 people	 have	 retained	 some	 of	 their	

traditional	ways	of	 life,	 languages	and	 cultures.	A	 robust	kinship	 system	 forms	

part	 of	 this	 and	 contributes	 to	 a	 contestation	 between	 mainstream	 and	

Indigenous	 world-views	 (Gray	 and	 Chapman,	 2006:	 118).	 Lloyd	 (2010:	 36)	
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argues	that	 in	this	context,	 Indigenous	people	have	not	become	fully	 integrated	

into	 the	 mainstream	 capitalist	 economy	 but	 remain	 in	 complex	 and	 varying	

hybrid	relationships	with	mainstream	capitalism	and/or	receive	welfare.	Despite	

the	 different	 histories	 and	 degrees	 of	 exposure	 to	 the	 mainstream	 capitalist	

economy,	 both	 contexts	 have	 experienced	 similar	 patterns	 of	 interaction	 and	

histories.	 The	 impact	 of	 Indigenous	 labour	 history	 on	 employment	 policy	

becomes	 more	 pronounced	 after	 Indigenous	 people	 were	 granted	 citizenship	

and	welfare	 entitlements,	marking	 a	 shift	 from	marginalisation	 to	 attempts	 to	

incorporate	 Indigenous	 people	 within	 the	 nation	 state.	 Under	 citizenship,	

employment	 becomes	 a	 right	 and	 an	 obligation,	 making	 it	 the	 focus	 of	

government-led	efforts	to	increase	the	number	of	employed	Indigenous	people.		

	

	

3.3	Previous	and	current	policy		

	

3.3.1	Self-determination	and	the	origins	of	Indigenous	employment	policy		
	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 has	 undergone	 a	 shift	 from	 self-determination	

accommodating	 diverse	 approaches	 to	 work	 to	 an	 emphasis	 on	 neoliberal-

inspired	 mainstream	 approaches	 that	 often	 use	 coercive	 means	 to	 encourage	

individuals	 to	 become	 employed.	 Since	 the	 1970s,	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	 has	 been	 characterised	 by	 the	 self-determination	 policy	 paradigm.	 Self-

determination,	simply	defined,	is	the	right	of	Indigenous	peoples	to	govern	their	

own	affairs	(Dunn	et	al.,	2010:	21).	This	policy	paradigm	has	the	dual	purpose	of	
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social	 relief	 and	 self-management,	 in	which	 Indigenous	people	 are	 expected	 to	

participate	directly	 in	 the	programs	designed	 to	help	 them	by	encouraging	 the	

formation	 of	 Indigenous	 corporations	 to	 deliver	 services	 and	 to	 support	 their	

customary	ways	of	life	(Collman,	1988:	18).		

	

State	 policy	 directed	 towards	 Indigenous	 people	 is	 characterised	 by	 a	 tension	

between	 equality	 of	 socio-economic	 status	 based	 on	mainstream	 indicators	 of	

labour	 market	 achievement	 and	 facilitating	 choice	 and	 self-determination	

(Rowse	 and	 Altman,	 2005:	 157).	 Since	 benchmarks	were	 first	 established,	 the	

goal	 of	 socio-economic	 equality	 for	 Indigenous	 people	 has	 been	 central	 to	

Indigenous	 policy	 and	 is	 embedded	 in	 Australian	 public	 policy	 discourse	 and	

approaches	(Altman	et	al.,	2005:	295).	Many	 Indigenous	people	 in	Australia	do	

not	 have	 equal	 standing	 compared	 with	 the	 general	 population	 according	 to	

social	 indicators	 relating	 to	 health,	 education,	 employment	 or	 general	 welfare	

(Peterson,	1998:	27).		

	

Indigenous	 people’s	 entitlement	 to	 welfare	 benefits	 and	 equal	 wages	 was	

introduced	 at	 a	 time	when	 unemployment	 amongst	 the	 Indigenous	 population	

was	rising	(Sanders,	1998:	142;	Jordan,	2011:	2).	The	Community	Development	

Employment	Project	 (CDEP)	was	 introduced	 in	response	 to	 these	changes,	as	a	

workfare	project	 in	which	 the	 federal	government	provided	 the	opportunity	 to	

work	in	return	for	welfare	payments.	CDEP	included	a	liberal	definition	of	what	

could	 be	 considered	 work,	 facilitating	 socially	 useful	 but	 not	 necessarily	

economically	viable	work	(Jordan,	2011:	5).	The	CDEP	program	was	expanded	as	

a	 result	of	 the	recommendations	 from	the	Miller	 report	delivered	 in	1985.	The	
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report	included	a	review	of	Indigenous	employment	and	training	programs,	and	

challenged	the	assumption	underlying	early	programs	that	 integration	with	the	

mainstream	 or	 market	 economy	 was	 the	 best	 strategy	 for	 Indigenous	 people	

(Dockery,	2007:	8).	The	report	also	questioned	whether	employment	for	wages	

or	salaries	was	the	best	means	of	providing	a	livelihood	for	all	Indigenous	people	

(Dockery,	2007:	16).		

	

The	 Aboriginal	 Employment	 Development	 Policy	 was	 introduced	 in	 1987	 in	

response	 to	 the	 Miller	 report	 and	 had	 CDEP	 as	 its	 centrepiece.	 The	 policy	

represented	a	series	of	programs	aimed	at	addressing	Indigenous	disadvantage	

in	 the	 labour	 market,	 designed	 to	 increase	 vocational	 skills	 and	 employment	

opportunities.	 Measures	 included	 employment	 placement,	 on-the-job	 training	

combined	with	more	formal	training	programs,	placement	assistance,	and	career	

advice	 and	 development	 (Dockery,	 2007:	 25).	 A	 main	 aim	 of	 this	 policy	 was	

recognition	 of	 Indigenous	 peoples’	 own	 aspirations	 to	 promote	 self-

determination.	The	Aboriginal	Employment	Development	Policy	was	replaced	in	

1999	 with	 the	 Indigenous	 Employment	 Policy,	 which	 was	 similar	 to	 its	

predecessor,	as	it	consisted	of	a	collection	of	individual	programs	of	which	CDEP	

was	integral	(Dockery,	2007:	17).		

	

The	 Indigenous	 Employment	 Policy	 is	 an	 umbrella	 program	 encompassing	 a	

range	 of	 Indigenous	 specific	 and	 mainstream	 measures	 and	 includes	 three	

elements:	 the	 job	 network,	 the	 Indigenous	 employment	 program,	 and	 the	

Indigenous	 small	 business	 fund	 (Dockery,	 2007:	 29).	 A	 main	 objective	 of	 this	

policy	 is	 to	 increase	 the	 number	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 in	 mainstream	 work,	
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particularly	 with	 private	 employers.	 The	 introduction	 of	 this	 policy	 coincided	

with	 changes	 to	mainstream	 labour	market	 assistance	 in	1998,	which	 initiated	

outsourcing	 employment	 services	 to	 private	 providers	 and	 was	 named	 Job	

Network.	 A	 central	 focus	 of	 this	 policy	 was	 to	 provide	 improved	 access	 to	

employment	services	for	Indigenous	people.	Indigenous	participation	in	private	

sector	 jobs	 was	 encouraged	 through	 wage	 assistance	 and	 a	 subsidy	 for	

employers	to	employ	Indigenous	job	seekers	(Shergold,	2001:	68).		

	

The	 CDEP	 program,	 which	 reflects	 the	 liberal	 ethos	 of	 the	 self-determination	

policy	 structure,	 underwent	 changes	 in	 line	with	 increasingly	neoliberal	 policy	

directions	and	underlying	aims	of	normalisation	alongside	 the	decentralisation	

and	privatisation	of	employment	services	in	Australia	(Sanders,	2012:	382).	This	

trend	 was	 reflected	 in	 a	 progressive	 move	 to	 make	 CDEP’s	 main	 focus	 the	

transition	to	non-CDEP	work,	reflecting	an	idea	that	it	should	provide	the	skills	

necessary	 for	 mainstream	 paid	 work	 (Jordan,	 2011:	 5).	 In	 2007	 CDEP	 was	

discontinued	 in	 urban	 areas	with	 strong	 labour	markets	 (Sanders,	 2012:	 383).	

The	 culmination	 of	 this	 policy	 direction	 was	 the	 abolishment	 of	 the	 CDEP	

program	in	2013.		

	

3.3.2	Current	policy	approaches	
	

Recent	policy	trends	continue	to	pursue	the	integration	of	Indigenous	people	in	

the	 mainstream	 economy,	 though	 with	 an	 increased	 neoliberal	 focus	 on	

mainstreaming	and	welfare	conditionality.	 Indigenous	employment	policy	since	

2007	 is	 characterised	 by	 the	 introduction	 of	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	
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framework	 and	 the	 shift	 from	 Job	 Network	 to	 Job	 Services	 Australia	 (JSA).	 A	

change	 of	 government	 occurred	 in	 November	 of	 2007	 with	 the	 Labor	 Party’s	

election	 to	 the	 federal	government.	Soon	after	 this	 change,	 the	Closing	 the	Gap	

Policy	 framework	 was	 announced.	 This	 was	 also	 a	 reform	 agenda,	 with	 an	

overarching	 aim	 of	 ‘closing	 the	 gap’	 on	 Indigenous	 disadvantage.	 Six	 discreet	

targets	 for	 overcoming	 this	 were	 included	 in	 the	 announcement	 relating	 to	

halving	 statistical	 indicators	 in	 relation	 to	 key	 areas	 of	 life.	 These	 include:	 life	

expectancy,	mortality	rates	for	Indigenous	children	under	five,	providing	access	

to	 early	 childhood	 education,	 literacy,	 writing	 and	 numeracy,	 and	 Indigenous	

year	12	schooling	completion.	Halving	the	gap	in	employment	outcomes	by	2018	

was	one	of	the	six	goals	(Russell	and	Wenham,	2010:	3).	

	

The	Closing	the	Gap	framework	comprises	of	seven	Indigenous	specific	national	

partnerships	developed	by	the	Council	of	Australian	Governments	(COAG).	COAG	

is	 an	 intergovernmental	 forum	 situated	 within	 Australia’s	 federal	 system	 of	

government,	 which	 created	 a	 National	 Indigenous	 Reform	 Agreement	 (NIRA)	

signed	 off	 by	 all	 states	 and	 territories.	 A	 result	 of	 this	 was	 shared	 financial	

commitments	and	an	agreement	on	how	to	overcome	disadvantage	(Altman	and	

Fogarty,	2010).	In	relation	to	employment,	the	National	Partnership	Agreement	

on	 Indigenous	 Economic	 Participation	 was	 signed	 November	 2008.	 The	

agreement	 committed	 $228.9	 million	 over	 five	 years	 to	 halving	 the	 gap	 in	

employment	 outcomes	 between	 Indigenous	 and	 non-Indigenous	 Australians,	

with	 $172.7	 million	 committed	 from	 the	 federal	 government	 (Russell	 and	

Wenham,	2010:	11).	
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In	 line	with	 this	agreement	a	suite	of	both	mainstream	and	Indigenous	specific	

policies	 and	 programs	 were	 funded	 in	 order	 to	 halve	 the	 gap	 in	 employment	

outcomes.	These	policies	include	two	main	types	of	labour	market	programs	that	

aim	 to	 increase	 employment.	 First,	 programs	 that	 address	 supply	 side	 issues	

include	pre-employment	programs	such	as	training	and	job	search	assistance	for	

unemployed	persons	who	supply	 their	 labour	 to	 the	market.	Second,	programs	

confronting	 demand	 side	 issues	 include	 wage	 subsidy	 and	 procurement	

programs	that	encourage	employers	to	hire	Indigenous	people.		

	

Under	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	 framework,	 supply	 side	 programs	 were	

amalgamated	 into	 the	 JSA	policy.	 Job	Network	was	 replaced	with	 JSA	on	1	 July	

2008	 as	 the	main	 delivery	 of	 employment	 services	 and	 provided	 a	 substantial	

proportion	of	employment	services	used	by	Indigenous	people.	It	began	funding	

on	 a	 competitive	 basis	 in	 October	 2008	 and	 supported	 a	 number	 of	 providers	

including	 27	 Indigenous	 organisations	 delivering	 employment	 services	(Jobs	

Australia,	 2015).	 Although	 it	 was	 not	 an	 Indigenous-specific	 policy,	 JSA	 was	

expected	 to	 contribute	 to	 closing	 the	 gap	 in	 employment	 outcomes	 by	

maximising	 work-readiness	 and	 employment	 outcomes	 for	 Indigenous	 people	

(DEEWR,	2012:	12).	During	this	time	JSA	was	the	largest	provider	of	job	services	

for	 Indigenous	 Australians;	 in	 2011	 12.5	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 JSA	 assistance	

population	identified	as	Indigenous	(DEEWR,	2012:	8).		

	

Fowkes	(2011)	notes	that	JSA	shares	many	of	the	same	features	as	Job	Network.	

It	rests	on	the	same	underlying	assumptions	about	unemployment	and	adopts	a	

similar	approach	to	addressing	it	through	a	purchaser	provider	model	of	service	
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delivery.	Under	JSA,	job	seekers	are	classified	according	to	the	level	of	assistance	

they	 need,	 similar	 to	 Job	 Network.	 Service	 providers	 also	 compete	 with	 other	

providers	 to	 achieve	 quantifiable	 outcomes,	while	 cost	 per	 outcome	 remains	 a	

key	 performance	 indicator	 (Fowkes,	 2011:	 7).	 Under	 this	 system,	 unemployed	

people	 receiving	welfare	 benefits	 including	Newstart	 and	Youth	Allowance	 are	

required	to	participate	in	programs	offered	by	JSA,	which	offers	services	such	as	

job	matching,	 job	search	training	and	intensive	assistance	(Fowkes,	2011:	5).	A	

rationale	 for	 the	 replacement	 of	 Job	 Network	 was	 that	 it	 did	 not	 adequately	

support	disadvantaged	 job	seekers.	The	performance-linked	payment	structure	

resulted	in	easier-to-place	job	seekers	being	given	more	employment	assistance	

in	 order	 to	 increase	 gross	 numbers	 of	 employment	 outcomes	 and	 increase	

providers’	own	revenue	(Thomas,	2007:	1).	JSA	was	replaced	on	1	July	2015	with	

the	 Job	Active	policy,	which	 is	 a	 continuation	of	 the	purchaser	provider	model	

used	for	Job	Network	and	JSA.	An	implication	of	this	is	that	the	main	avenue	for	

Indigenous	 people	 seeking	 employment	 assistance	 does	 not	 consider	 cultural	

backgrounds	or	differing	aspirations.	

	

The	 second	 kind	 of	 program	 implemented	 under	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	

consists	of	demand	side	initiatives.	The	Indigenous	Employment	Policy	includes	

measures	of	this	kind.	The	key	components	of	this	policy	include	an	Indigenous	

wage	 subsidy	 for	 employers	 who	 employ	 Indigenous	 job	 seekers,	 Indigenous	

cadetship	support	for	university	students,	and	assistance	for	employers	to	assist	

them	in	employing	more	Indigenous	people	(Gray,	Hunter	and	Lohar,	2012:	6).	

Both	 the	 Indigenous	 Opportunities	 Policy	 and	 the	 Indigenous	 Procurement	

Policy	which	replaced	it	in	2015	require	government	projects	costing	more	than	
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$5	million	to	train	and	employ	local	Indigenous	people	(DEEWR,	2012:	15).	The	

federal	 government	 also	 supported	 the	 Australian	 Employment	 Covenant,	 a	

national	 industry-led	 initiative	 that	 recruited	 employers	 to	 guarantee	 jobs	 for	

work-ready	Indigenous	people	(Jordan,	2011).		

	

More	recent	programs	are	based	on	similar	versions	of	the	purchaser–provider	

model	that	was	originally	introduced	under	Job	Network.	A	key	change	in	recent	

times	 has	 been	 an	 increasingly	 punitive	 approach	 to	 increasing	 employment	

levels	that	emphasises	welfare	conditionality.	The	Remote	Jobs	and	Communities	

Program	 (RJCP)	 replaced	 JSA	 and	 CDEP	 in	 remote	 areas	 on	 1	 July	 2013.	 This	

program	 aimed	 to	 increase	 the	 focus	 on	 broader	 economic	 development	 and	

engagement.	Similar	 to	 JSA,	 it	also	was	defined	by	 fee-for-service	 for	providers	

who	 achieved	 outcome	 for	 jobseekers	 who	 went	 into	 employment	 (Staines,	

2017:	 235).	 RJCP	 was	 discontinued	 in	 December	 2014	 and	 replaced	 with	 the	

Community	Development	Program	(CDP),	which	commenced	in	remote	areas	on	

1	July	2015.	Urban	areas	continue	to	be	serviced	by	JSA.		

	

CDP	 includes	 a	 raft	 of	 more	 demanding	 measures	 for	 its	 participants.	 The	

program	 focuses	 on	 work-for-the-dole	 activities	 over	 intensive	 case	

management	 support	 for	 disadvantaged	 jobseekers	 (Staines,	 2017:	 236).	 CDP	

has	increased	the	work-for-the-dole	activity	requirements	to	a	total	of	up	to	25	

hours	of	participation	per	week	for	46	weeks	of	the	year.	CDEP	required	only	15	

hours	a	week	(Staines,	2017:	238).	In	addition	CDP	is	aligned	more	closely	with	

the	 social	 security	 system,	 as	 participants’	 payments	 are	 made	 through	 the	

Centrelink	system,	rather	than	as	a	wage	under	CDEP.	This	has	meant	that	there	
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has	 been	 a	 decrease	 in	 pay	 for	 participants,	 whose	 hourly	 income	 has	 been	

reduced	(Jordan,	2016:	1).		

	

The	 onerous	 nature	 of	 CPD	 is	 reflected	 in	 the	 high	 rate	 of	 penalisation	 of	

participants.	 In	 the	 first	year	of	 its	operation,	146	000	 financial	penalties	were	

applied	 to	 the	 income	 support	 payments	 of	 34	 000	 CDP	 participants	 (Fowkes,	

2011:	16).	This	represents	82	per	cent	of	all	serious	penalties	for	noncompliance	

issues	 such	 as	missing	 job	 appointments	 or	 reporting	 obligations,	which	were	

applied	to	CDP	participants	and	who	comprise	less	than	5	per	cent	of	jobseekers	

in	the	social	security	system	(Jordan,	2016:	3).	Penalties	for	not	attending	work	

requirements	can	result	in	an	eight-week	non-payment	period.	Jordan	(2016:	3)	

reports	 that	 these	measures	 have	 led	 to	 an	 increase	 in	 poverty,	 reduced	 food	

security,	increased	rental	arrears	as	well	as	accumulating	debt	and	an	increased	

potential	for	incarceration	due	to	non-payment	of	fines.		

	

3.3.3	Neoliberal	elements	of	Indigenous	employment	policy	
	

The	Closing	the	Gap	policy	represents	a	continuity	of	previous	policy	as	the	basic	

aim	 for	 equality,	 or	 to	 make	 Indigenous	 people	 in	 some	 way	 similar	 to	 non-

Indigenous	people.	 Previous	Australian	 governments	 have	 also	 looked	 to	 close	

the	 gap	 between	 Indigenous	 and	 non-Indigenous	 Australians,	 though	 the	 ‘gap’	

has	been	described	differently	in	the	past.	Altman	and	Fogarty	(2010)	note	that	

even	during	the	assimilation	period	of	Indigenous	policy,	governments	aimed	to	

make	 Indigenous	people	 equal,	 conceived	 in	 terms	of	 transforming	 Indigenous	

people	 culturally.	 Likewise,	 the	 aim	 of	 increasing	 employment	 rates	 amongst	
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Indigenous	people	has	remained	constant	since	Indigenous	people	were	granted	

citizenship.		

	

While	 past	 and	 previous	 employment	 policies	 directed	 towards	 Indigenous	

people	contain	a	similar	aim,	the	Closing	the	Gap	framework	and	the	policies	and	

programs	 situated	within	 it	 reflect	 neoliberal	 characteristics	 that	 are	 coercive,	

moralistic	 and	 problematic	 due	 to	 the	 values-monism	 they	 promote.	

Neoliberalism,	 understood	 as	 a	 political-economic	 theory	 that	 privileges	 the	

uninterrupted	 operation	 of	 the	 free	 market	 in	 all	 spheres	 of	 society	 and	 life,	

helps	 explain	 how	 current	 policy	 is	 shaped.	 Neoliberalism	 as	 political	 project	

shapes	populations’	 and	 individuals’	 sense	of	 self	 to	 conform	 to	 the	dictates	of	

the	market,	apparent	 in	current	policy	attempts	to	 integrate	 Indigenous	people	

into	the	mainstream	market	economy.	The	incorporation	of	services	into	a	single	

structure	in	the	JSA	model	is	an	example	of	mainstreaming	and	an	active	system	

of	employment	support.	

	

Altman	(2014)	understands	Closing	the	Gap	to	be	a	neoliberal	project	of	cultural	

conditioning	 that	 seeks	 to	 shape	 Indigenous	 people	 into	 mainstream,	

individualised	 and	 entrepreneurial	 citizens.	 The	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 framework	

assumes	 that	 adoption	 of	 mainstream	 economic	 institutions	 and	 norms	 will	

resolve	socio-economic	 inequalities	 (Altman,	2014:	118).	An	underlying	goal	of	

this	 policy	 is	 to	 delegitimise	 and	 displace	 pre-existing	 norms	 and	 values	 to	

ensure	 the	market	 can	order	 society	 in	 line	with	norms	 and	 social	 institutions	

such	 as	 individualism,	 choice,	 wealth	 accumulation	 and	 consumption	 (Altman,	

2014:	122).	Wellbeing	within	this	goal	entails	a	particular	economic	persona	for	
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Australian	citizens,	including	being	economically	self-sufficient	and	selling	one’s	

labour	 to	 support	 an	 independent	 household	 composed	 only	 of	 a	 spouse	 and	

children	 (Peterson,	 1998:	 111).	 This	 is	 built	 around	 individualistic	 striving,	

capital	 accumulation	 and	 generalised	 moral	 commitment	 to	 an	 impersonal	

collectivity	ruled	on	the	basis	of	a	democratic	electoral	process	(Peterson,	1998:	

112).	Howard-Wagner	(2012)	argues	that	the	measures	of	success	and	wellbeing	

inherent	in	the	Closing	the	Gap	Policy	correspond	to	neoliberal	agenda.	That	is,	

success	 is	measured	 according	 to	 statistical	 outcomes	 based	 on	 a	 definition	 of	

wellbeing	 that	 encourages	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 become	 entrepreneurial	

(Howard-Wagner,	2012:	7).		

	

Understandings	of	employment	and	strategies	to	increase	the	rate	of	Indigenous	

employment	under	the	Closing	the	Gap	framework	reflect	this	neoliberal	agenda.	

Current	 policy	 pursues	 integration	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 into	 the	 mainstream	

market	economy	and	holds	unsubsidised	employment	outcomes	as	the	measure	

of	 success	 (Dockery	 and	Milsom,	 2007:	 14).	 An	 implicit	 objective	 according	 to	

this	is	to	enable	Indigenous	people	to	become	competitive	with	non-Indigenous	

people	 in	 securing	 market	 jobs.	 The focus on creating work-readiness 

capabilities	 to	 facilitate	 a	 transition	 to	 real	 jobs	 illustrates	 this. The	 National	

Partnership	 Agreement	 on	 Indigenous	 Economic	 Participation,	 developed	 by	

COAG,	 states	 that	 its	aim	 is	 to	 ‘improve	opportunities	 for	 Indigenous	people	 to	

find	 and	 retain	 employment	 and	 connect	 more	 Indigenous	 people	 with	

employment	 and	 the	 real	 economy’	 (COAG,	 2008:	 5).	 The	 term	 ‘real	 economy’	

can	 be	 interpreted	 as	 jobs	 that	 are	 ideally	 unsubsidised,	 in	 opposition	 to	 fake	

jobs	 that	 do	 not	 replicate	 the	 conditions	 of	 working	 in	 a	 ‘real’	 market-driven	
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environment.	 Implicit	 within	 the	 notion	 of	 real	 jobs	 is	 a	 definition	 of	 labour	

predicated	 on	 productivity.	 That	 is,	 labour	 is	 quantified	 in	 terms	 of	 its	market	

value	and	the	units	of	time	that	are	productive. This	accords	with	a	definition	of	

work	in	which	individual	effort	produces	commodities	with	exchange	value	and	

disregards	 efforts	 or	 activities	 considered	 unproductive.	 According	 to	 this	

understanding	 of	 the	 economy,	 economic	 growth	 depends	 partly	 on	 the	

willingness	of	the	suppliers	of	labour	to	voluntarily	surrender	their	leisure	time	

and	on	the	capability	of	the	economy	to	take	in	the	labour	supplied	(Ortiz,	1994:	

892).		

	

Where	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 perceived	 to	 not	 be	 acting	 voluntarily,	 they	

become	the	target	for	governmental	discipline	for	failing	to	take	up	employment	

opportunities.	 The	 Australian	 state	 construes	 this	 as	 an	 inability	 to	 act	

autonomously	or	responsibly,	which	requires	improvement	through	training	and	

education	 programs	 (Lawrence,	 2005).	 The	 Australian	 Employment	 Covenant	

aims	 to	 achieve	 this	 through	 Vocational	 Training	 and	 Employment	 Centres	

(VTEC).	 These	 emphasise	 pre-vocational	 work-readiness,	 ongoing	 workplace	

support	and	mentoring,	and	career	development	 through	gaining	qualifications	

(GenerationOne,	2012).	The	VTEC	model	 allocates	 agents	or	mentors	 to	 assess	

clients’	needs,	helps	them	prepare	for	work	and	directs	them	towards	activities	

that	 enhance	 their	 work-readiness.	 Under	 this	 arrangement,	 individuals	

receiving	 welfare	 only	 receive	 this	 by	 obeying	 the	 directions	 of	 a	 mentor	

(McDonald	and	Marston,	2005:	398).		
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The	 emphasis	 on	 work-readiness	 indicates	 strategies	 used	 to	 shape	 subjects’	

sense	of	self	in	line	with	neoliberal	conceptions	of	an	entrepreneurial	and	active	

citizen.	The	use	of	statistics	reflects	 this.	Since	statistics	have	become	available	

that	include	Indigenous	Australians,	comparison	between	Indigenous	and	white	

Australians	has	been	made	possible	 (Altman	and	Rowse,	 2005:	165).	This	 also	

means	 that	 Indigenous	 people’s	 socio-economic	 disadvantage	 can	 be	

demonstrated	using	standard	social	indicators	that	reflect	the	norms	and	values	

of	mainstream	society	(Altman,	2009:	4).	However,	as	Rowse	(2006:	179)	notes,	

while	 statistics	 can	 show	 differences	 in	 a	 quantified	 form	 they	 do	 not	 fully	

explain	 the	 reasons	 for	 this.	 This	 leaves	 room	 for	 explaining	 success	 or	 failure	

that	draws	on	the	notion	of	responsibility	enacted	through	the	dynamics	of	the	

market	(Thompson,	2009:	11).		

	

The	 language	of	 individual	 self-reliance	and	responsibility	 justifies	a	move	 to	a	

market	model	of	social	order	requiring	state	intervention	restricting	individuals’	

control	 over	 their	 decision-making	 abilities	 (Thompson,	 2009:	 12).	 Income	

management	 and	disciplinary	measures	 for	non-compliance	with	welfare	 rules	

such	 as	 job	 search	 requirements	 stand	 as	 examples	 of	 this.	 These	 measures	

pathologise	 Indigenous	 behaviour,	 implying	 an	 inability	 to	 govern	 themselves	

both	 at	 a	 collective	 and	 personal	 level	 (Lattas	 and	 Morris,	 2010:	 15).	 A	

consequence	 of	 this	 is	 that	 unemployment	 is	 treated	 as	 a	 moral	 failing	 of	

individuals	 and	 places	 pressure	 on	 job	 seekers	 to	 change	 their	 behaviour	

(Fowkes,	2011:	4).	This	policy	approach	seeks	to	transfer	the	management	of	the	

social	 risk	 of	 poverty,	 health	 and	 education	 to	 individuals,	 transforming	 them	

into	self-governing,	responsible	subjects	(Lattas	and	Morris,	2010:	17).		
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Thomas	 (2007)	 states	 that	 effectively	 administrating	 the	 JSA	 model	 requires	

understanding	the	motivations	and	actions	of	both	JSA	providers	and	job	seekers	

in	 order	 to	 target	 incentives	 and	 resources	 properly	 to	 achieve	 good	

employment	 outcomes.	 The	 institutional	 framework	 also	 needs	 to	 meet	 the	

needs	 of	 and	 achieve	 employment	 outcomes	 for	 a	 heterogeneous	 job	 seeker	

population	(Thomas,	2007:	27).	These	requirements	are	not	met	according	to	the	

way	 policies	 and	 programs	 are	 delivered	 under	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	

framework,	 including	 the	 JSA	 model.	 The	 way	 in	 which	 JSA	 is	 funded	 and	

established	 means	 that	 most	 providers	 will	 operate	 in	 a	 similar	 way,	 with	 a	

short-term	 focus	 made	 to	 be	 one	 size	 fits	 all	 (Fowkes,	 2011:	 11).	 Indigenous	

people	 are	 classified	 as	 much	 more	 disadvantaged	 and	 have	 lower	 outcomes	

than	non-Indigenous	people	who	participate	in	JSA	programs	(DEEWR,	2012:	9).	

In	 2011	 Indigenous	 job	 seekers	 were	 21	 per	 cent	 less	 likely	 to	 attend	 initial	

appointments	 and	 are	 26	 per	 cent	 less	 likely	 to	 attend	 engagement	

appointments,	meaning	they	were	more	likely	to	be	subject	to	compliance	issues	

(DEEWR,	 2012:	 9).	 Further	 complicating	 this	 is	 the	 diversity	 of	 Indigenous	

Australians,	whose	groups	consist	of	different	geographic,	historical,	cultural	and	

socio-economic	contexts	and	conditions.		

	

Inserting	 mainstream	 neoliberal	 logic	 about	 development	 into	 diverse	

Indigenous	 contexts	 is	 problematic	 (Maddison,	 2009:	 63).	 The	 relatively	 poor	

outcomes	 for	 Indigenous	 people	 can	 be	 partly	 explained	 by	 the	 lack	 of	

consideration	 for	 alternative	 aspirations	 for	 work	 and	 livelihoods.	 A	 central	

assumption	of	these	policies	is	that	people’s	intentions	are	to	enter	mainstream	
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employment.	 However,	 when	 these	 policies	 are	 evaluated	 in	 relation	 to	 their	

impact	on	mainstream	economic	and	labour	market	outcomes	they	are	found	to	

be	relatively	 ineffective	(Dockery,	2007:	45).	Policy	becomes	inappropriate	and	

ineffective	 if	 it	 does	 not	 recognise	 diversity	 of	 world-views	 and	 aspirations	

(Howard-Wagner,	2012:	4).	That	is,	the	neoliberal	underpinnings	of	employment	

policy	are	problematic	due	to	the	values	monism	it	promotes.	JSA	is	designed	on	

‘work	first’	principles:	it	attempts	to	get	people	into	full-time	work	as	quickly	as	

possible	(Fowkes,	2011:	6),	reflecting	a	market-driven	notion	of	success.	Altman	

and	Fogarty	(2010)	note	that	the	Closing	the	Gap	framework	does	not	make	any	

reference	 to	 Indigenous	 values	 or	 aspirations	 (Altman,	 2010:	 6).	 This	 is	

disempowering,	 by	 limiting	 Indigenous	 people’s	 ability	 to	 address	 their	 own	

problems	 in	 accordance	 with	 their	 own	 notions	 of	 success	 and	 wellbeing	

(Howard-Wagner,	2012:	6).		

	

Neoliberalism	conflates	commercial	activity	with	economic	activity	and	suggests	

that	development	is	purely	economic	in	nature,	obscuring	the	social	and	political	

implications	 and	 alternatives	 (Maddison,	 2009:	 72).	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	reflects	 this	conflation	by	assuming	 that	 the	only	 legitimate	pathway	 for	

unemployed	Indigenous	people	is	being	transitioned	from	welfare	into	any	kind	

of	 wage	 paying	 job	 (McRaeWilliams,	 2014).	 Additionally,	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 presents	 mainstream,	 western	 conceptions	 of	 work,	 and	

especially	 wage	 labour,	 as	 the	 only	 legitimate	 forms	 of	 economic	 activity.	 In	

doing	so,	it	ignores	the	forms	of	economic	activity	that	many	Indigenous	people	

are	already	engaged	in	that	reflect	their	social	concerns	and	cultural	priorities.	
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There	are	a	variety	of	economic	activities	that	can	be	understood	as	work	which	

support	 individuals’	 differing	 priorities.	 Moran	 (2009)	 suggests	 that	

maintenance	 of	 language,	 culture	 and	 country	 for	 example,	 are	 important	

activities	with	benefits	that	accrue	not	just	to	individuals	but	also	communities.	

Forms	 of	 work	 that	 fulfill	 this	 role	 can	 include:	 eco-tourism,	 natural	 resource	

management,	 arts/crafts	 production,	 participating	 in	 hunting	 or	 Indigenous-

owned	enterprises,	self-employment	and	entrepreneurship.	As	will	be	discussed	

below,	 additional	 informal	 forms	 of	 production	 and	 economic	 activity	 such	 as	

sharing	and	exchange	exist	in	Indigenous	society.	Notably,	this	type	of	economic	

activity	 continues	 to	 function	 in	 the	 face	 of	 attempts	 to	 normalise	 Indigenous	

people.	

	

Lahn	(2012)	notes	that	many	Indigenous	people	engaged	in	the	workforce	can	be	

categorized	 as	 professionals	 who	 participate	 in	 mainstream	 wage	 labour.	

Additional	studies	have	shown	that	most	young	Indigenous	people	want	to	work	

(McRaeWilliams,	 2014,	 Arthur,	 1999).	 While	 many	 Indigenous	 people	 have	

aspirations	that	align	with	mainstream	norms	supported	by	policy,	socio-cultural	

factors	and	values	also	inform	individuals’	preferences	for	the	type	of	economic	

activity	 they	engage	 in.	 Smith	 (1995)	 indicates	 that	 this	 includes	high	 levels	of	

socially	 networked	 mobility,	 preferences	 for	 Indigenous-majority	 workplaces	

and	the	 impact	of	valued	 family	networks	and	allegiances.	 I	discuss	 Indigenous	

conceptions	of	work	in	more	detail	in	section	3.5.1.		
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3.4	Political	explanations	for	policy	failure	

	

Explanations	 for	 the	 cause	 of	 high	 rates	 of	 unemployment	 amongst	 the	

Indigenous	population	 are	politically	 and	 ideologically	divided	over	 the	 role	of	

welfare	 and	 culture	 in	 either	 impeding	 or	 facilitating	 participation	 in	 the	

mainstream	labour	market.	I	conceptualise	these	divisions	in	terms	of	a	political	

ideological	 spectrum	 characterised	 by	 ‘left	 wing/progressive’	 and	 ‘right	

wing/conservative’	 political	 perspectives.	 In	 general	 terms,	 left	 wing	 or	

progressive	 political	 ideology	 refers	 to	 perspectives	 on	 and	 prescriptions	 for	

society	characterised	by	a	belief	in	state	intervention	in	society	and	the	economy	

to	 enhance	 the	 political	 and	 economic	 liberty	 and	 equality	 of	 the	 populace.	 In	

contrast,	 right	wing	or	conservative	political	 ideology	emphasises	 the	ability	of	

individuals	 to	 secure	 their	most	 favourable	 conditions	 and	 in	 broad	 terms	 are	

least	favourable	to	socio-political	change.		While	these	categories	are	broad,	they	

can	 be	 used	 to	 describe	 two	 distinctive	 approaches	 in	 academic	 and	 public	

political	discourse	regarding	the	failure	of	Indigenous	employment	policy.		

	

Those	 aligned	 with	 conservative	 politics	 often	 employ	 cultural	 reductionist	

arguments,	which	state	that	there	is	an	inherent	tendency	towards	dependency	

in	 Indigenous	 cultures	 that	 is	 the source of societal dysfunctions.	 This	 line	 of	

argument	 promotes	 normalisation and integration with mainstream societal 

values and institutions to overcome this dysfunction	 (Pearson, 2000;	 Sutton,	

2009). Conservative	 commentators	 promote	 market	 mechanisms,	 specifically	

notions	 of	 choice	 and	 incentives,	 as	 a	 key	 mode	 of	 transforming	 Indigenous	

people’s	 values	 (Martin,	 2011:	 208).	 This	 view	 reflects	 neoliberal	 demands	 for	
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unrestricted	 flows	 of	 capital	 and	 a	 mobile	 labour	 force	 willing	 to	 relocate	 for	

work	(Martin,	2011:	210).	

	

Conservative	discourse	surrounding	discussions	about	employment	policy	often	

takes	a	moralistic	tone.	The	value	of	work	is	not	predicated	just	on	its	value	as	a	

productive	exercise,	but	its	morally	reformative	nature.	Work	is	fundamental	to	

becoming	 a	 responsible,	 self-sufficient	 and	 independent	 citizen	 (Martin,	 2011:	

209).	 For	 example,	 Johns	 (2008)	 claims	 emphatically	 that	 Indigenous	 people’s	

behaviour	 needs	 to	 change,	 and	 that	 their	 culture	 is	 a	 cause	 for	 their	 relative	

disadvantage	as	it	is	inconsistent	with	success	in	a	modern	economy.	In	addition,	

the	neoliberal	discourse	adopted	by	those	on	the	right	challenges	the	morality	of	

welfarism	 and	 explains	 policy	 failure	 in	 these	 terms.	 Welfare	 is	 seen	 as	

problematic,	as	 it	discourages	entering	the	workforce,	while	workfare	does	not	

encourage	 full	 participation	 in	 the	 economy	 (Johns,	 2008:	 79).	 Pearson	 (2000)	

supports	the	view	that	government	support	for	passive	welfare	has	undermined	

Indigenous	cultures,	which	needs	to	adapt.	Welfare	is	a	problem	of	passivity	and	

non-productive	 activity	 that	 leads	 to	 negative,	 risky	 and	 irresponsible	

behaviours.	Welfare	has	a	morally	damaging	effect	upon	citizens	by	encouraging	

dependency,	based	on	 the	expectation	 that	 the	government	will	provide	all	 for	

the	individual,	though	only	individuals	are	able	to	provide	for	themselves.	

	

The	focus	on	supply	side	factors	linked	with	unemployment,	leads	to	behavioural	

rather	than	economic	issues	as	explanations	for	unemployment	(McDonald	and	

Marston,	 2005:	 376).	 Welfare	 conditionality	 is	 promoted	 as	 a	 mechanism	 for	

reforming	 risky	 behaviour,	 in	 which	 recipients	 are	 obligated	 to	 meet	 the	
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demands	 of	 government.	 It	 also	 implies	 paternalism,	 as	 those	 dependent	 on	

welfare	are	to	be	told	how	to	conduct	themselves	in	at	least	some	aspects	of	their	

lives	 (Deacon,	 2004:	 916).	 In	 this	 way,	 those	 on	 the	 right	 emphasise	 the	

responsibilities	 over	 the	 rights	 of	 citizenship.	 This	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 making	

redistributive	welfare	rights	second	to	a	productivist	orientation	towards	social	

policy	 (Walters,	 2000:	 124).	 These	 accounts	 do	 not	 necessarily	 consider	

Indigenous	 perspectives	 and	make	 the	 assumption	 that	 Indigenous	 conditions	

and	contexts	are	synonymous	with	mainstream	Australia	(Lea,	2012:	192).	That	

is,	 by	 promoting	 mainstreaming	 these	 commentators	 assume	 that	 Indigenous	

people	think	the	same	way	as	mainstream	non-Indigenous	people	and	will	act	in	

certain	ways	when	subject	to	particular	governance	measures	and	incorporated	

into	mainstream	 institutions.	 Persistently	 low	 rates	of	 Indigenous	 employment	

stand	as	evidence	of	the	failure	of	this	approach.	

	

Those	 on	 the	 left	 of	 the	 political	 spectrum	 critique	 welfare	 not	 for	 its	 role	 in	

creating	dependence,	but	for	its	distorting	effect	on	Indigenous	cultures.	Welfare	

is	 a	 negative	 influence	 as	 it	 undermines	 values	 of	 reciprocal	 obligation	 and	

responsibility	 that	 are	 central	 to	 Indigenous	 cultures	 (Austin-Broos,	 2009;	

Cowlishaw,	 2003;	 Sutton,	 2009).	 It	 also	 creates	 tensions	 among	 Indigenous	

people,	 when	 some	 are	 not	 able	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 obligation	 to	 distribute	

goods	(Macdonald	and	Spruyt,	2014:	115).	Perspectives	from	the	left	claim	that	

upholding	 self-determination	 as	 well	 as	 maintaining	 cultural	 attachments	 are	

important	means	for	increasing	wellbeing	and	overcoming	disadvantage.	Socio-

cultural	practices	 labelled	as	dysfunctional	are	explained	 in	 terms	of	 structural	

inequality,	resistance	and	autonomy	(Lattas	and	Morris,	2010).	That	is,	poverty	
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and	racism	rather	than	culture	and	dependence	are	the	main	problems	affecting	

Indigenous	people.	Both	right	and	left	of	politics	agree	that	equality	should	be	a	

goal	 for	 overcoming	 Indigenous	 disadvantage.	 However,	 those	 on	 the	 left	

support	a	rights-based	framework	for	creating	encultured	Indigenous	citizens,	as	

opposed	to	support	for	the	notion	of	responsibility	and	market	mechanisms	for	

making	 autonomous	 economic	 actors	 (Martin,	 2011:	 211;	 Thompson	 and	 Hill,	

2009:	16).	According	to	this	line	of	thought,	an	insufficient	realisation	of	rights	is	

a	key	cause	for	the	failure	of	welfare-based	self-determination	policy	to	improve	

the	wellbeing	and	life	conditions	of	Indigenous	Australians.	

	

Perspectives	 from	 both	 the	 right	 and	 left	 agree	 that	 economic	 growth	 and	

participation	 in	 paid	 employment	 is	 necessary	 for	 overcoming	misdistribution	

and	 disadvantage	 (Brighouse,	 2006:	 38).	 Underlying	 this	 is	 the	 idea	 that	

employment	enables	people’s	autonomy	and	facilitates	their	ability	to	lead	a	life	

they	 consider	 to	 be	 good	 (Brighouse,	 2006:	 15).	 Those	who	 attempt	 to	 find	 a	

middle	ground	between	views	from	the	left	and	right	have	asked	to	what	extent	

diversity	can	be	accepted	or	encouraged	in	pluralist	society,	when	it	could	entail	

different	 socio-economic	 status	 (Martin,	 2011:	 211).	 A	 centrist	 answer	 to	 this	

question	 would	 argue	 that	 a	 balanced	 combination	 of	 assimilation	 and	

accommodation	of	 diversity	 is	 needed	within	 a	 pluralist	 liberal	 democracy	but	

that	 this	 is	 not	 supported	 in	 current	 policy.	 Policies	 that	 have	 the	 effect	 of	

assimilating	diverse	groups	into	a	singular	and	individualistic	moral	outlook	can	

give	citizens	the	knowledge	necessary	for	developing	a	conception	of	value	and	

how	 they	want	 to	 live	 their	 life	 (Reidy,	 2001:	 585).	 However,	 this	 can	 have	 a	

coercive	effect	by	imposing	a	particular	viewpoint	on	others,	which	is	contrary	to	
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liberal	ideology.	On	the	other	hand,	accommodationist	policies	attempt	to	avoid	

conflicts	that	undermine	primary	social	relations	and	ways	of	life	(Reidy,	2001:	

590).		

	

Academic	 literature	 that	 adheres	 to	 broadly	 left-wing	 explanations	 for	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 failure	 argues	 that	 the	mainstreamed	 approach	

proffered	by	neoliberalism	fails	due	to	its	unwillingness	to	make	concessions	to	

Indigenous	 cultures	 and	 context.	 Following	 this	 line	 of	 thought,	 Altman	 (2012:	

xv)	has	argued	for	a	more	complex	concept	of	productive	labour,	encapsulated	in	

the	 idea	 of	 the	 hybrid	 economy,	 in	 which	 ‘diverse	 and	 complex	 regimes	 of	

production	 are	 informed	 by	 intercultural	 norms’.	 In	 the	 Indigenous	 context,	

certain	 forms	 of	 labour	 such	 as	 subsistence	 or	 hunting	 can	 be	 considered	

productive	and	legitimate	work,	existing	parallel	 to	both	the	public	and	private	

sectors	of	the	economy	that	provide	employment	(Altman,	2012).	The	notion	of	

hybridity	provides	a	critical	perspective	and	an	analytical	tool	for	understanding	

the	 dynamics	 of	 employment,	 as	 it	 opens	 up	 a	 consideration	 of	 alternate	

meanings	of	work	and	how	these	might	interact	with	one	another.	However,	the	

concept	of	hybridity	can	lose	specificity	and	power	if	it	is	too	generalised.	Not	all	

socio-economic	 articulations	 or	 cross-cultural	 fusions	 can	 be	 understood	 as	

hybridisations	 and	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	 detailed	descriptions	 of	 particular	 cases	

where	cultural	forms	might	not	become	hybrid	(Lloyd,	2010:	17).	

	

The	 hybrid	 economy	 approach	 is	 based	 on	 the	 normative	 assumption	 that	

employment	 policy	 should	 accommodate	 Indigenous	 aspirations	 and	 choices	

rather	than	attempt	to	alter	these	in	line	with	mainstream	norms.	This	is	part	of	
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a	broader	set	of	analyses	which	assume	that	mainstreaming	through	a	market-

oriented	approach	 is	unlikely	to	be	successful.	The	salience	of	 these	arguments	

rests	 on	 the	 claim	 that	 mainstream	 education	 is	 unlikely	 to	 increase	 levels	 of	

mainstream	employment.	That	is,	there	is	an	assumption	that	equal	participation	

in	mainstream	employment	 is	unattainable,	given	 Indigenous	people’s	differing	

aspirations	 and	 cultural	 attitudes	 to	 work	 based	 on	 kin-focused	 social	 norms	

(Cerchin,	2013:	17).	While	some	policy	does	acknowledge	Indigenous	cultures	by	

offering	 culturally	 appropriate	 delivery,	 their	 intended	 outcomes	 remain	

mainstream	(Dockery,	2007).		

	

Arguments	 for	 the	 preservation	 of	 Indigenous	 cultures	 over	 the	 use	 of	market	

forces	 to	 encourage	 participation	 in	 employment	 invoke	 a	 functionalist	

correspondence	between	economic	structures	and	values	and	customs	(Bowles,	

1998).	An	implication	of	this	 is	 that	Indigenous	values	 inform	a	particular	non-

market-based	 economic	 structure,	meaning	 that	 policies	 that	 aim	 to	 transition	

individuals	 into	 a	 market-based	 economic	 structure	 often	 fail.	 Literature	

addressing	 this	 does	 not	 elucidate	 the	 mechanism	 by	 which	 the	 values	 and	

culture	 affect	 economic	 structures	 beyond	 factors	 such	 as	 preferences	 and	

aspirations,	or	 the	 impetus	 that	 informs	 individuals’	economic	decision-making	

processes.	 However,	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 not	 predicated	 on	 just	

changing	 the	 choices	 Indigenous	people	make,	 but	 also	 changing	 their	 abilities	

through	 knowledge	 transfer.	 The	 arguments	 against	 mainstreaming	 recognise	

that	teaching	the	skills	and	dispositions	necessary	for	mainstream	employment	

is	complicated,	but	they	do	not	theorise	the	problem	of	knowledge	transfer	well.	

Given	 the	 difficulties	 and	 uncertainties	 involved	 in	 Indigenous	 employment	
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policy’s	strategy	of	utilising	work-readiness	as	a	mode	of	transitioning	into	real	

jobs,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 investigate	 the	 specific	 policy	 mechanisms	 used	 to	

implement	 policy	 itself.	 An	 analytical	 framework	 focused	 on	metis	 knowledge	

examines	 what	 notion	 of	 work	 is	 implicit	 within	 policy	 and	 the	 underlying	

identities,	values,	beliefs	and	forms	of	knowledge	that	are	encompassed	in	work-

readiness	strategies.	

	

3.4.1	The	problem	of	urban	Indigenous	unemployment	
	

The	 problem	 of	 knowledge	 transfer	 for	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	

relevant	 in	explaining	policy	failure	 in	urban	areas	with	strong	labour	markets.	

Moran	(2009:	2)	states	that	 ‘mere	proximity	to	 jobs	does	not	mean	that	people	

are	qualified	 for	 them	or	 that	employers	will	employ	 them’.	This	appears	 to	be	

the	 case	 for	 many	 Indigenous	 people	 living	 in	 other	 urban	 areas,	 whose	

employment	 outcomes	 are	 worse	 than	 those	 experienced	 by	 non-Indigenous	

Australians.	 High	 rates	 of	 unemployment	 persist	 in	 these	 contexts	 despite	 the	

existence	 of	 jobs	 and	 government	 policies	 that	 aim	 to	 create	 ‘work-ready’	

subjects.	 It	 is	assumed	that	transferring	the	skills	and	attributes	needed	to	find	

and	retain	employment	 in	 these	areas	will	 increase	 levels	of	employment.	This	

represents	a	neoliberal	mode	of	governing	unemployed	Indigenous	subjects,	or	

pedagogic	 authority,	 which	 attempts	 to	 impart	 the	 skills	 needed	 to	 function	

competently	in	a	society	guided	by	the	norms	and	principles	of	the	market.	

	

Existing	 analyses	 and	 explanations	 for	 low	 levels	 of	 employment	 amongst	

Indigenous	 people	 often	 focus	 on	 remote	 areas	 and	 emphasise	 cultural	
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differences	as	reasons	for	high	levels	of	unemployment.	The	tension	between	the	

commitment	 to	 cultural	 values	 and	 conforming	 to	 the	 requirements	 for	

employment	are	pervasive	in	remote	and	northern	parts	of	Australia,	where	the	

effects	 of	 European	 settlement	 are	 recent.	 Studies	 focusing	 on	 Indigenous	

perspectives	 on	work	often	 focus	primarily	 on	 remote	 locations	 in	 these	 areas	

(Arthur,	 1999;	 Austin-Broos,	 2006;	 Burbank,	 2006;	 McRae-Williams	 and	

Gerritsen,	2010;	Merlan,	1992;	Tonkinson	and	Tonkinson,	2010).	In	comparison	

there	is	relatively	 little	research	that	has	applied	these	theories	to	urban	areas.	

In	remote	areas	 fewer	 jobs	are	available	 to	 Indigenous	people	and	the	demand	

for	 labour	 is	 lower	 (Altman,	 Buchanan	 and	 Biddle,	 2006;	 Gray	 and	 Chapman,	

2006;	Lahn,	2012:	294).	Additionally,	policy	attention	often	targets	remote	areas,	

as	they	are	poorest	and	can	be	targeted	because	of	their	discreetness	in	contrast	

to	 urban	 Indigenous	 people	 (Altman,	 2014:	 127).	 However,	 nearly	 four	 out	 of	

five	Indigenous	people	do	not	live	in	remote	areas	(Hunter	and	Yap,	2014:	7).		

	

In	 comparison	 to	 remote	 areas,	 urban	 areas	 have	 stronger	 labour	 markets.	

Larger	 population	 sizes	 in	 urban	 areas	 also	 mean	 that	 Indigenous	 people	 are	

often	a	minority,	and	are	more	likely	to	interact	with	and	be	compelled	to	follow	

norms	 determined	 by	 the	 majority	 society.	 Rowse	 (2000:	 172)	 states	 that	

patterns	of	labour	force	participation	and	unemployment	remain	similar	across	

both	urban	and	remote	locations,	as	well	as	age	structure	and	dependency	ratios.	

In	 addition,	 Hunter	 and	 Yap	 (2014:	 15)	 demonstrate	 that	 traditional	 labour	

market	analysis	assumes	that	 individuals	will	be	attracted	to	areas	with	higher	

wages;	 however,	 many	 Indigenous	 people	 do	 not	 relocate	 to	 urban	 areas	 for	

employment	reasons.		



	
	

115	

	

	

3.5	The	influence	of	culture	on	understandings	of	work	

	

While	 cultural	 factors	 are	 often	 the	 object	 of	 political	 debates	 relating	 to	 the	

causes	 of	 policy	 failure,	 there	 is	 ambiguity	 over	 their	 contribution	 to	

disadvantage	in	relation	to	employment	outcomes.	Martin	(2011:	204)	notes	that	

the	notions	of	the	economy	and	culture	are	not	discreet,	but	are	intrinsic	to	one	

another.	Cultural	practices	also	represent	 the	choices	made	and	values	held	by	

Indigenous	people	in	the	face	of	government	attempts	to	make	them	conform	to	

the	norms	of	 the	mainstream,	neoliberal	 economy.	These	practices	also	 inform	

the	way	Indigenous	people	think	about	the	institution	of	work	itself,	which	differ	

to	mainstream	understandings.		

	

Western	conceptions	of	work	in	mainstream	Australian	society	are	influenced	by	

industrial	modes	of	organising	the	workplace.	A	defining	characteristic	is	selling	

one’s	labour	individually	for	a	wage	that	entails	participating	in	impersonal	and	

instrumental	 social	 relations	 characterised	 by	 an	 ethos	 of	 individualism.	 The	

wage	relationship	also	creates	the	effect	of	a	division	between	home,	work	and	

leisure.	This	supports	an	economic	persona	that	parallels	western	individualistic	

notions	of	personhood	that	include	a	sense	of	responsibility	for	conforming	to	an	

impersonal	 workplace	 and	 working	 relationships,	 above	 loyalty	 to	 kin	 for	

example.	Adhering	to	this	requires	changing	one’s	habits	to	adapt	to	impersonal	

abstract	structures	–	such	as	 time	 that	 is	ordered	by	a	clock	and	working	days	
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and	weekends	–	that	do	not	necessarily	leave	room	for	personal	feelings.	Gillian	

Cowlishaw,	 an	 anthropologist	 focussing	 on	 race	 relations	 and	 the	 interaction	

between	 Indigenous	 Australians	 and	 the	 state	 (1999:	 22)	 describes	 this	 as	 a	

culture	of	 instrumental	rationality,	 in	which	material	secular	concerns	override	

emotions	or	metaphysical	concerns.	Liberal	individualism	is	also	a	key	influence,	

according	 to	 which	 work	 is	 understood	 as	 a	 form	 of	 personal	 fulfilment	 that	

promotes	wellbeing	by	satisfying	a	human	need	for	achievement	and	self-worth	

(Budd,	2011).	

	

Class	 structures	 influence	 the	 dominant	 industrial	 and	 western-centric	

conception	 of	 work.	 	 The	 notion	 of	 class	 combines	 elements	 of	 social	 status,	

wealth,	income,	and	structural	aspects	of	the	economic	location	of	individuals	to	

explain	differences	 in	material	 circumstances.	Class	operates	similarly	 to	social	

status	 in	western	societies	at	the	 level,	source	and	predictability	of	 income	and	

wealth,	and	highlights	the	way	economic	positions	affect	long-term	life	chances.	

In	 this	way,	 class	 has	 normative,	 relational	 and	 economic	 dimensions.	 Cultural	

processes	 are	 embedded	 in	 specific	 socioeconomic	 practices,	 which	 impact	 on	

the	 distribution	 of	 disposable	 resources	 and	 allocation	 of	 recognition.	 Class	

affects	lifestyle,	social	behavior,	hierarchies	or	prestige.	In	mainstream,	western	

contexts,	 families	 and	 social	 institutions	 socialise	 youth	 into	 a	 normative	

pathway	of	education	to	employment.	Active	participation	or	acceptance	of	this	

transition	can	determine	individuals’	class,	or	their	economic	outcomes	and	life	

chances	through	material	reward	and	social	mobility	(Willis,	1977).	

	



	
	

117	

Western	 forms	 of	 work	 influence	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy-makers	 and	

their	aim	to	create	active	and	entrepreneurial	citizens	that	work	in	knowledge-

based,	 interactive	 and	 affective	 forms	 of	 work.	 Hardt	 (1999)	 notes	 that	 in	

developed	economies	such	as	Australia	there	has	been	a	shift	towards	modes	of	

production	 that	 favour	 providing	 services	 instead	 of	 primary	 production.	

Services	 include	 jobs	 that	 are	 highly	 mobile	 and	 involve	 flexible	 skills,	

characterised	 by	 the	 centrality	 of	 knowledge,	 information,	 communication	 and	

affect	 (Hardt,	1999:	91).	Changes	 to	 the	nature	of	work	are	partly	 the	result	of	

broader	 systemic	 changes	 in	 line	 with	 neoliberal	 aims	 for	 deregulating	 and	

opening	 up	 labour	markets	 to	 global	 competition,	 which	 emphasise	 flexibility.	

Work	 has	 become	 more	 temporary	 and	 uncertain,	 meaning	 education	 is	 an	

important	 resource	 for	 coping	 under	 these	 conditions	 (Pardy,	 2010:	 173).	

Accompanying	 this	change	are	reforms	 to	welfare,	which	redefine	entitlements	

in	 terms	of	mutual	obligations	and	 learning	(Devos,	et	al.,	71).	Reducing	public	

expenditure	 on	 welfare	 places	 an	 increased	 burden	 on	 individuals	 to	 be	

productive.	 Workplace	 governance	 within	 this	 context	 creates	 new	 forms	 of	

subjectivities.	An	ideal	worker	within	this	scheme	of	 institutionalised	pedagogy	

is	 an	 ‘active	 citizen’	 who	 takes	 an	 active	 role	 in	 the	 management	 and	

presentation	of	the	self	according	to	market	principles	(Dean,	1995:	576).	They	

have	a	high	level	of	job	mobility,	general	and	technical	training,	and	an	ability	to	

add	new	skills	in	order	to	make	it	possible	to	change	jobs	(Olssen,	2008:	3).	

	

	

	



	
	

118	

3.5.1	Indigenous	conceptions	of	work		
	

Literature	 that	 has	 focused	 on	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work	 draws	 on	

anthropological	methods	and	perspectives,	which	aims	to	show	how	behaviours	

or	 objects	 are	 imbued	 with	 different	 meanings.	 Economic	 anthropology	 in	

particular	focuses	on	key	concepts	such	as	labour,	exchange	and	forms	of	value	

and	 how	 these	 vary	 across	 cultural	 contexts.	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 of	work	

are	 informed	 by	 particular	 understanding	 of	 authority	 and	 autonomy,	 kin,	

subject-object	 relations,	 decision-making	 systems	 and	 an	 emphasis	 on	

reciprocity	 and	 collectivism.	 This	 contrasts	 with	 western	 liberal	 notions	 of	

individualism	 that	 inform	 understandings	 of	 work	 encompassing	 hierarchical	

structures,	linear	time	and	individual	accumulation	(Austin-Broos,	2006;	McRae-

Williams	 and	 Gerritsen,	 2010;	 Martin,	 1995;	 McRae-Williams	 and	 Guenther,	

2012;	Peterson,	2010,	Povinelli,	1993,	Tonkinson	and	Tonkinson,	2010).		

	

Investigating	Indigenous	conceptions	of	work	requires	clarification	in	regards	to	

utilising	the	term	‘Indigenous	cultures.’	Applying	the	term	to	a	culturally	diverse	

population	 can	 create	 issues	 associated	 with	 essentialising	 a	 complex	 reality.	

Discussing	Indigenous	difference	in	broad	terms	can	lead	to	reification,	in	which	

it	becomes	conceptualised	as	more	than	a	set	of	social	relationships	and	instead	

as	 an	 object	 itself.	 That	 is,	 the	 term	 ‘Indigeneity’	 can	 interpolate	 Indigenous	

individuals	into	stereotyped	images	that	are	a	product	of	postcolonial	constructs	

(Paradies,	2006:	357,	Maddison,	2009:	103).	Despite	the	 issues	associated	with	

using	this	terminology,	my	analysis	of	the	data	identified	commonalities	present	

amongst	 Indigenous	 individuals,	 families	 and	 communities.	 I	 maintain	 a	



	
	

119	

methodological	 stance	 that	 employs	 the	 term	 ‘Indigenous’	 and	 ‘Indigenous	

cultures’	 as	 an	 open	 signifier	 (Paradies,	 2006:	 161).	 This	 involves	 recognising	

hybrid	modern	 identities,	 in	which	the	boundaries	regarding	 identity	are	open,	

porous	and	artificially	maintained.	

	

Indigenous	 conceptions	 of	 work	 are	 shaped	 by	 the	 demands	 of	 an	 economic	

system	termed	the	‘moral	economy’.	Peterson	and	Taylor	(2003:	106)	define	the	

moral	 economy	 as:	 ‘the	 allocation	 of	 resources	 to	 the	 reproduction	 of	 social	

relationships	at	the	cost	of	profit	maximisation	and	obvious	immediate	personal	

benefit’.	The	term	‘moral	economy’	was	originally	used	to	denote	specific	modes	

of	economic	transactions	that	were	predicated	on	ideas	of	morality,	 justice	and	

maintaining	relationships	rather	than	on	trade	prices	derived	from	free	market	

principles,	 that	 is,	an	opposition	to	profiteering	 from	people’s	basic	necessities.	

The	concept	is	used	to	denote	how	economic	relations	both	constitute	and	define	

Indigenous	 social	 order	 and	 generally	 focuses	 on	 the	 beliefs	 and	 values	 that	

underpin	 economic	 behaviours	 and	 relations.	 Peterson	 (1993)	 also	 terms	 this	

system	 ‘demand	 sharing’,	 in	 which	 reproducing	 social	 relationships	 instead	 of	

profit	maximisation	 is	defined	by	an	ethic	of	 generosity	 that	 create	obligations	

and	systems	of	reciprocity.		

	

What	constitutes	‘work’	in	this	setting	and	the	core	concepts	relating	to	it	such	as	

productive	 activity,	 value,	 exchange,	 expenditure,	 consumption	 and	

accumulation	are	informed	by	a	conception	of	value	linked	to	relatedness	rather	

than	the	market	(Austin-Broos,	2006:	8).	Market	transactions	involve	goods	and	

services	traded	at	market	prices.	 In	a	study	of	a	remote	Indigenous	community	
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Austin-Broos	 (2006:	 8)	 observes	 that	 the	 value	 of	 work,	 income	 and	material	

goods	 lies	 in	the	worth	these	have	for	sustaining	social	relatedness	rather	than	

with	 functional	 tasks	 associated	 with	 the	 market	 economy	 such	 as	 individual	

consumption	 and	 accumulation.	 In	 these	 contexts	 there	 is	 more	 emphasis	 on	

circulating	 goods	 rather	 than	 productive	 activity	 and	 the	 two	 are	 not	 strongly	

distinguished	from	each	other	(Austin-Broos,	2006:	5).	In	this	way	the	meaning	

of	‘work’	as	a	productive	activity	is	reconfigured	according	to	Indigenous	values	

of	maintaining	kin	relationships,	which	are	required	for	access	to	resources	and	

material	goods	(Austin-Broos,	2003:	129).		

	

This	 relational	 conception	of	 labour	 and	productivity	 is	 also	 connected	 to	how	

subject-object	relations	are	understood.	That	 is,	a	relationship	between	oneself	

and	 the	 external	 environment	 based	 on	 notions	 of	 stewardship	 and	

custodianship	affects	the	way	that	productivity	and	labour	action	is	understood	

in	 Indigenous	cultures.	Elizabeth	Povinelli	 is	an	anthropologist	whose	research	

has	involved	extended	ethnographic	studies	of	Indigenous	conceptions	of	labour	

action.	 Povinelli’s	 study	 (1993)	 highlights	 the	 difference	 between	 dominant	

western	 philosophical	 tradition	 of	 materialism	 and	 Indigenous	 conceptions	 of	

labour	action.	In	western,	mainstream	conceptions	of	work,	individuals	work	on	

inanimate	 objects	 to	 produce	 value,	 an	 implication	 being	 that	 humans	 have	 a	

unique	capacity	to	 intentionally	shape	the	world	around	them	(Povinelli,	1993:	

7).	By	contrast,	 Indigenous	people	assess	and	represent	their	productive	action	

by	 models	 that	 account	 for	 their	 interaction	 with	 sentient	 objects	 (Povinelli,	

1993:	8).	This	can	refer	to	the	spiritual	beliefs	relating	to	connections	to	country.	
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Intentional	 actions	 that	 support	 custodianship	 over	 land,	 such	 as	 enacting	

ceremonies	and	caring	for	kin	for	example,	can	be	considered	forms	of	labour.		

	

A	 consequence	 of	 these	 factors	 is	 that	 work	 is	 not	 the	 defining	 feature	 of	 the	

person.	 Different	 kinds	 of	 economies	 produce	 and	 reproduce	 specific	 kinds	 of	

persons	 (Macdonald	 and	 Spruyt,	 2014:	 105).	 Western	 values	 centred	 on	 the	

operation	 of	 the	 free	 market	 and	 individualism	 produce	 an	 understanding	 of	

humanness	 reduced	 to	 materialist-oriented	 models	 of	 homo	 economicus,	 or	

rational	actors	who	make	decisions	based	on	a	cost–benefit	calculus.	Indigenous	

ontology	that	informs	and	is	informed	by	the	moral	economy	can	be	described	as	

a	 relational.	 That	 is,	 an	 understanding	 of	 personhood	 in	which	 an	 individual’s	

sense	 of	 self	 is	 constituted	 by	 their	 relationships	 with	 others.	 Gibson	 (2010)	

states	 that	while	 in	western	 cultures	 people	 are	 socially	 positioned	 and	 create	

their	 sense	 of	 self	 through	 their	 occupation,	 this	 is	 not	 always	 applicable	 to	

Indigenous	people.	Under	 a	 relational	 ontology,	 relationships	 rather	 than	 roles	

have	 more	 meaning.	 This	 also	 means	 that	 work	 or	 productive	 activity	 is	 not	

necessarily	 a	 core	 feature	 of	 one’s	 sense	 of	 self	 and	 the	 distribution	 of	 goods	

becomes	more	 significant.	 Gibson	 (2010)	 has	 demonstrated	 that	 in	 rural	 New	

South	Wales	Indigenous	identities	are	more	often	linked	to	kin	and	relatedness	

rather	than	to	occupational	roles.		

	

A	 further	 consequence	 of	 this	 ontology	 is	 that	 ‘work’	 becomes	personal	 rather	

than	an	 impersonal	 institution,	 as	a	person’s	 labour	power	cannot	be	 removed	

from	 their	 relationships	 to	 other	 people.	 Eva	 McRae-Williams	 is	 a	 social	

researcher	 whose	 work	 has	 explored	 Indigenous	 perceptions	 of	 work	 and	 its	
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implications.	 She	 argues	 that	 the	 distinction	 between	 time	 spent	 doing	 leisure	

activities	and	productive	activities	that	lies	at	the	heart	of	western	definitions	of	

work	 is	 not	 as	pertinent	 for	 Indigenous	 conceptions	of	work	 (McRae-Williams,	

2011:	94).	Burbank	 (2006)	argues	 that	 the	 impersonality	of	work	clashes	with	

Indigenous	 understandings	 of	 the	 level	 of	 the	 mind	 and	 cognition.	 That	 is,	 a	

person’s	 sense	 of	 self	 and	 the	 way	 they	 have	 been	 socialised	 affects	 how	 one	

knows	how	to	act	appropriately	and	in	accordance	with	certain	institutions	such	

as	 work.	 An	 implication	 of	 this	 is	 that	 the	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	

inculcated	through	policy	differs	to	Indigenous	people’s	understandings	of	how	

to	act	in	mainstream	work	contexts.		

	

Studies	 of	 Indigenous	 economies	 in	 urban	 and	 rural	 New	 South	 Wales	 in	

southern	 Australia	 have	 demonstrated	 how	 Indigenous	 modes	 of	 the	 moral	

economy	have	persisted	despite	a	 longer	exposure	to	European	settlement	and	

mainstream	 economic	 forms	 (Cowlishaw,	 2009;	 Gibson,	 2010;	 Kwok,	 2011;	

Peterson	 and	 Taylor,	 2003),	 that	 is,	 non-market-based	 economic	 forms	 that	

centre	 on	demand	 sharing	 and	 transactions	 that	 support	 a	 relational	 ontology.	

Other	 studies	 have	demonstrated	 that	 a	 unique	 Indigenous	 identity	 persists	 in	

urban	areas	(Cowlishaw,	2009;	Paradies,	2006;	Yamanouchi,	2012).	Macdonald	

and	 Spruyt	 (2014:	 107)	 argue	 that	 Indigenous	 people	 living	 in	 urban	 areas	

inhabit	 two	 economies	 and	 that	 the	moral	 economic	 system	 articulates	within	

capitalist	society.	In	regional	and	urban	New	South	Wales	Indigenous	people	do	

not	necessarily	consider	themselves	self-conscious	workers,	despite	long	periods	

of	full	employment	in	the	area	(Gibson,	2010;	Lahn,	2012;	Macdonald	and	Spruyt,	
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2014:	108).	These	studies	suggest	that	Indigenous	relational	ontology	persists	in	

urban	areas	and	affects	the	way	Indigenous	people	engage	in	employment.	

	

In	 a	 study	 of	 Indigenous	 youths’	 orientations	 to	work	 and	 employment	 in	 the	

Torres	 Strait	 Islands,	 Arthur	 (1999)	 demonstrates	 that	 Indigenous	 people’s	

different	cultural	and	social	values	inform	their	goals,	which	can	differ	to	the	goal	

implicit	 within	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies.	 Government	 policy	 assumes	

that	 clients	 have	 the	 same	 general	 aim:	 to	 move	 from	 unemployment	 to	

employment	 by	 searching	 for	 work	 and/or	 participating	 in	 education	 and	

training	 (Arthur,	 1999:	 5).	 However	 many	 Islanders	 move	 randomly	 between	

employment	 and	 unemployment,	 suggesting	 that	 it	 is	 acceptable	 to	 be	

unemployed.	This	orientation	 to	work	does	not	necessarily	match	 the	 intent	of	

the	 government	programs,	 because	 they	have	permanent	 employment	 as	 their	

goal	(Arthur,	1999:	7).	The	study	also	found	that	Islanders	wanted	full-time	work	

and	valued	financial	security,	while	also	valuing	jobs	that	allowed	them	to	work	

in	 a	 familiar,	 friendly	 atmosphere	 with	 people	 who	 understood	 their	 culture,	

whom	they	knew	and	with	whom	they	could	communicate	(Arthur,	1999:	17).		

	

While	 conceptions	 of	 labour	 in	 the	 traditional	 Indigenous	 economy	 centred	on	

the	 continuity	 between	 production	 and	 consumption/distribution,	 there	 has	

been	 a	 change	 to	 the	 Indigenous	 economy	 based	 on	 subsistence.	 That	 is,	

becoming	 incorporated	 into	 the	 wider	 regional	 wage-based	 economy	 and	

welfare	 money	 economy	 has	 caused	 changes	 to	 the	 conditions	 of	 exchange,	

subsistence	production	and	consumption	(Merlan,	1991:	264).	Current	forms	of	

the	 Indigenous	 moral	 economy	 are	 more	 closely	 aligned	 with	 organising	



	
	

124	

provision	 and	 distribution/consumption	 in	 terms	 of	 money.	 Despite	 these	

changes,	 Indigenous	 people	 continue	 to	 maintain	 kin-based	 networks	 and	 a	

sense	of	 cultural	distinctiveness	 from	non-Indigenous	 society	 that	manifests	 in	

an	Indigenous	moral	economy.		

	

The	 commitment	 to	 egalitarianism	 is	 a	 main	 cultural	 factor	 that	 is	 cited	 as	

impeding	 Indigenous	 people’s	 participation	 in	 the	 mainstream	 economy.	

Egalitarianism	 is	 understood	 to	 mean	 the	 commitment	 to	 upholding	

relationships	with	others	based	on	 equality	 in	opposition	 to	hierarchy.	Altman	

(2011:	187)	argues	 that	demand	sharing	 is	 a	normative	practice	of	 Indigenous	

people	 that	 challenges	 neoliberal	 values	 of	 individual	 control	 of	 resources.	 On	

the	other	hand,	this	concept	has	also	been	used	to	illustrate	the	incompatibility	

of	 kin-based	 and	 market-based	 economies	 (Johns,	 2008).	 Within	 this	 line	 of	

thought,	 demand	 sharing	 has	 been	 interpreted	 as	 ‘humbugging’,	 or	 pressured	

demands	 for	 sharing	 that	 impede	 some	 Indigenous	people’s	 ability	 to	 enter	 or	

retain	employment.	The	objective	of	equality	can	cause	exclusion	by	demanding	

conformity	 to	 an	 externally	 imposed	 set	 of	 norms.	 Cultural	 values	 of	

egalitarianism	sit	 in	 tension	with	governments’	 aim	of	 socio-economic	equality	

when	 this	 is	defined	according	 to	mainstream	neoliberal,	 individualistic	norms	

and	 social	 indicators.	 These	 indicators	 also	 reflect	 the	 norms	 and	 values	 of	

mainstream	 society,	 and	 might	 mean	 different	 things	 to	 Indigenous	 people	

(Altman,	2014:	116).	This	makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 locate	where	 cultural	 resistance	

ends	and	exclusion	begins.		
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Indigenous	 perceptions	 of	 work	 are	 informed	 by	 culturally	 specific	 ontologies	

and	epistemologies,	which	partly	explains	policy	outcomes.	While	this	provides	a	

useful	 conceptual	 tool	 for	 theorising	 policy	 failure,	 a	 limitation	 lies	 in	 its	

generality.	 It	 cannot	 be	 applied	 wholesale	 to	 an	 entire	 population	 that	 self-

identifies	as	 Indigenous	or	accurately	describe	 the	aspirations	and	experiences	

of	 all.	 Lahn	 (2012)	 argues	 that	 there	 is	 a	 need	 to	 understand	 occupational	

aspirations	 as	 envisaged	 by	 Indigenous	 people	 in	 order	 to	 provide	 a	 more	

complete	 picture	 of	 Indigenous	 engagements	 with	 work.	 For	 example,	

Indigenous	professionals	comprise	13	per	cent	of	the	total	Indigenous	workforce	

(Lahn,	 2010:	 2).	 This	 indicates	 that	 a	 significant	 proportion	 of	 Indigenous	

workers	have	embraced	an	understanding	of	work	that	aligns	with	mainstream	

understandings	needed	to	achieve	the	status	of	a	professional.		

	

An	 analytical	 approach	 that	 foregrounds	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 can	 draw	 on	

theories	 of	 ontology,	 epistemology	 and	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 complement	

economic	 approaches	 (Lahn,	 2010:	 3).	 However,	 to	 avoid	 generalisation	 it	 is	

important	 account	 for	 a	 full	 range	 of	 Indigenous	 work	 experiences.	 These	

theories	can	operate	as	conceptual	interlocutors,	working	in	tandem	with	other	

forms	 of	 data	 and	 explanations.	 Taylor	 (2009)	 notes	 that	 the	 use	 of	

demographics	in	policy	lacks	insights	from	ethnographic	data,	as	most	categories	

in	demographics	do	not	necessarily	reflect	Indigenous	people’s	social	structures	

or	 experiences	 (Taylor,	 2009:	 116).	 Indigenous	 ontologies	 and	 epistemologies	

can	 be	 used	 as	 a	 way	 to	 consider	 Indigenous	 people’s	 desires	 to	 achieve	

meanings	 of	 life	 that	 are	 independent	 of	 the	 state	 and	 market	 (Taylor,	 2009:	
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118).	Additionally,	empirical	evidence	itself	can	be	used	to	verify	this	theory	and	

evaluate	the	extent	to	which	it	applies	in	urban	contexts.		

	

Following	the	conclusions	made	by	research	on	Indigenous	orientations	to	work	

that	are	based	on	kin-focused	social	norms,	others	(Altman	2014;	Dockery,	2007;	

Lattas	 and	 Morris,	 2010;	 Maddison,	 2009;	 Martin,	 2011)	 argue	 that	 policy	

approaches	 which	 aim	 to	 incorporate	 Indigenous	 people	 into	 a	 mainstream	

market-based	 economy	 are	 likely	 to	 fail	 because	 Indigenous	 values	 inform	 a	

particular	 non-market-based	 economic	 structure.	 There	 are	 two	 limitations	

identified	 with	 this	 literature.	 First	 drawing	 a	 functional	 correlation	 between	

economic	structures	and	cultural	values	and	customs	implies	a	logic	of	causation	

in	 which	 the	 mechanisms	 by	 which	 cultural	 values	 affect	 engagement	 with	

economic	 structures	 are	 restricted	 to	 factors	 such	 as	 preferences,	 aspirations	

and	 motivations	 or	 the	 impetus	 that	 informs	 individuals’	 economic	 decision-

making	 processes.	 The	 focus	 on	 preferences	 as	 a	 key	mechanism	 for	 affecting	

economic	 structures	 is	 informed	 by	 a	 conceptions	 of	 culture	 as	 individual	 or	

collective	belief	 and	practice	 (Burbank,	2006).	Government	policy	 as	 a	 form	of	

governance	 that	 aims	 to	 alter	 individuals’	 subjectivities	 and	 decision-making	

cannot	govern	Indigenous	subjects	if	their	desires	cannot	be	shaped.	The	concept	

of	 metis	 knowledge	 offers	 a	 conceptual	 alternative	 as	 it	 focuses	 on	 the	

implications	of	different	kinds	of	know-how	for	governance	schemes	that	rely	on	

knowledge	 transfer.	 Second,	 there	 are	 relatively	 few	 studies	 of	 Indigenous	

perspectives	on	work,	let	alone	how	these	affect	policy	effectiveness.	This	study	

contributes	 to	 explanations	 for	 the	 failure	of	 Indigenous	 employment	policy	 to	
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improve	 employment	 outcomes	 for	 Indigenous	 people	 by	 providing	 additional	

data	and	analyses	of	Indigenous	perspectives	on	work.	

	

3.6	Instrumental	rationality	
	

Analysing	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 in	 terms	 of	 instrumental	 rationality	

informed	by	the	ideals	of	positivism	and	neoliberalism	can	demonstrate	how	the	

mainstream	approaches	used	by	policy	 fail	due	 to	 its	 inability	 to	accommodate	

Indigenous	 subjectivities	 and	 differing	 conceptions	 of	 work.	 Instrumental	

rationality	 in	 public	 policies	 is	 defined	 as	 the	 aspiration	 to	 uphold	 objective	

scientific	methods	and	 to	be	 rational	 and	analytical.	 In	 general,	 policy	 seeks	 to	

answer	 technical	 questions	 about	 how	 best	 to	 steer	 behaviour	 in	 order	 to	

achieve	desired	outcomes.	Policy	begins	with	a	set	of	ends,	values	or	goals	that	

are	 to	 be	 pursued,	 using	 information	 about	 the	 means	 available	 for	 pursuing	

them	 in	 order	 to	 solve	 an	 identified	 problem	 (Goodin	 et	 al.,	 2006:	 19).	

Instrumental	 values	 are	 privileged,	 as	 policy	 is	 concerned	 with	 purpose,	 the	

intention	 to	 achieve	 known	 outcomes	 and	 the	 capacity	 to	 accomplish	 these	

through	organisations	that	deliver	an	identifiable	service	and	give	effect	to	policy	

intentions	 (Colebatch,	 1995:	 154).	 This	 assumes	 that	 policy	 and	 organisations	

are	concerned	with	problem	solving	and	centre	on	the	intentions	and	choices	of	

policy	makers	(Colebatch,	1995:	149).	That	is,	public	policies	are	underpinned	by	

the	idea	that	problems	exist,	can	be	identified	and	are	able	to	be	improved	(Lunt,	

2006:	191).		
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Dvora	 Yanow,	 is	 a	 political	 scientist	 and	 organisational	 ethnographer	who	 has	

applied	interpretivist	methodologies	to	public	policy.	Yanow	argues	that	policies	

operating	according	to	 this	 logic	presume	that	 the	nature	of	problems	exists	 in	

the	world	as	unambiguous	facts	and	that	the	purpose	of	policy	is	to	mirror	that	

reality	 as	 closely	 as	 possible	 (Yanow,	 1996:	 3).	 The	 positivist	 philosophy	

underwriting	 instrumental	 rationality	 means	 that	 policies	 do	 not	 always	

consider	 meaning-making,	 emotions,	 motivation,	 social	 institutions,	 cultural	

belief	 systems	 or	 conceptual	 communication.	 Instead	 they	 look	 at	 knowledge	

based	on	the	experience	of	the	senses	and	disembodied	reason	(Yanow,	1996:	5).	

The	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	 framework	 is	 a	 manifestation	 of	 instrumental	

rationalism,	as	it	aims	to	understand	Indigenous	disadvantage	in	terms	of	clear,	

well-defined	and	measurable	outcomes,	usually	in	the	form	of	statistics	that	can	

inform	and	are	amenable	 to	policy	action	(Hunter	and	Biddle,	2012:	1).	Where	

policy	 functions	 according	 to	 an	 instrumental	 rationalism,	 the	 problem	 of	

incommensurate	 meaning	 cannot	 easily	 be	 resolved,	 acknowledged	 or	

incorporated	into	policy’s	problem-solving	mechanisms.	

	

According	to	this	understanding,	policies	are	made	for	a	purpose	and	give	effect	

to	 intentions.	 However,	 instrumental	 rationality	 is	 an	 ideal	 and	 does	 not	

necessarily	 reflect	 the	 process	 of	 how	 policy	might	 function	 in	 practice.	 Social	

policy,	such	as	 Indigenous	employment	policy,	has	people	as	 its	 target	who	are	

asked	 to	 change	 their	 behaviour	 and	who	may	 refuse	 to	 do	 so	 (Yanow,	 1996:	

233).	 The	 ‘targets’	 of	 policy	 read	 meanings	 in	 policy	 artefacts	 and	 intentions,	

causing	 their	 interpretations	 to	 affect	 the	 success	 or	 failure	 of	 implementation	

(Yanow,	1996:	227).	An	interpretative	approach	to	analysing	policy	does	not	just	
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compare	policy	outcomes	to	intentions,	but	instead	understands	policies	and	the	

process	driving	it	as	inherently	ambiguous	due	to	the	innate	capacity	of	subjects	

to	create,	express	and	communicate	symbols	that	entail	multiple	meanings	that	

cannot	be	controlled	(Yanow,	1996:	232).		

	

Public	polices	are	operationalised	and	expressed	through	organisations,	such	as	

government	bodies,	whose	participants	draw	on	many	frameworks	of	meaning,	

values,	understandings,	and	interests	(Colebatch,	1995:	153).	Where	both	policy	

makers	and	the	recipients	of	policy	produce	their	own	meanings,	there	is	a	need	

to	 look	at	how	 these	are	 communicated	and	 interpreted,	 and	 to	 contrast	 these	

with	 one	 another	 (Yanow,	 1996:	 16).	 That	 is,	 policies	 also	 contain	 symbolic	

elements	 that	 carry	 values	 and	 feelings,	 not	 just	 cognitively-known	 rational	

elements	 (Yanow,	 1996:	 8).	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 implemented	

through	employment	programs	that	signify	not	only	the	importance	of	work	for	

wellbeing	 and	wages	 for	 basic	 sustenance,	 but	 implicitly	 adopt	 objectives	 that	

assume	all	Indigenous	citizens	aspire	to	economic	advancement	and	integration	

with	 western	 values	 (Dillon	 and	 Westbury,	 2007:	 57).	 The	 objectives	

implemented	 through	 policy	 may	 not	 be	 consistent	 with	 all	 Indigenous	

aspirations	 and	 are	 only	 effective	 assuming	 their	 intentions	 are	 to	 enter	

mainstream	employment.		

	

The	 inability	 of	 an	 instrumental	 rationality	 framework	 to	 capture	 the	

interpretative	nature	of	policy	contributes	to	its	failure	and	is	expressed	in	three	

ways.	First,	 Indigenous	employment	policy	 is	 implemented	to	 instil	human	and	

social	capital,	which	promotes	standardisation	and	assumes	causality.	These	are	
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outside	 of	 the	 control	 of	 government	 and	 prone	 to	 divergent	 interpretations,	

aspirations	 and	 preferences	 for	 work,	 mirroring	 the	 dynamics	 of	 metis	

knowledge.	 Second,	 the	 evaluation	 frameworks	 used	 by	 government	 to	 assess	

these	policies	centre	on	outcomes	that	do	not	necessarily	accord	with	Indigenous	

aspirations.	These	also	tend	to	focus	on	factors	that	can	be	measured,	rather	than	

things	that	should	be	measured,	which	negatively	affects	how	policy	is	developed	

and	 can	 improved.	 Third,	 the	 institutional	 and	 political	 environment	 in	 which	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 developed	 is	 geared	 towards	 favouring	 the	

value	of	cost-effectiveness.	This	overrides	and	stultifies	measures	that	can	better	

accommodate	Indigenous	people’s	needs.		

	

	

3.7	Implementation		

	

Programs	 reflect	 policy	 and	 are	 the	 vehicles	 through	 which	 governments	

implement	 and	 achieve	 policy	 objectives.	 This	 includes	 funding	 programs	 to	

address	 specific	 policy	 objectives,	 which	 deliver	 employment	 services	 such	 as	

vocational	training,	apprenticeships,	job	search	assistance,	employment	support,	

job	 creation,	 wage	 subsidies,	 apprenticeships,	 traineeships	 and	 job	 search	

training.	 Many	 of	 these	 are	 delivered	 through	 Job	 Services	 Australia	 or	

Vocational	Education	and	Training	 (VET)	and	are	 linked	 to	developing	generic,	

widely	applicable	work	skills	that	are	often	industry-based	(Rivers,	2012:	5).		
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The	rationale	for	a	pedagogical	approach	to	improving	employment	outcomes	is	

supported	by	 statistical	 data,	which	 shows	 that	 Indigenous	people	with	higher	

educational	achievements	have	higher	wages	and	better	employment	outcomes	

in	general	(Hunter	and	Yap,	2014:	12).	However,	a	Closing	the	Gap	clearinghouse	

report	 into	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 education	 and	 training	 for	 improving	 labour	

market	 outcomes	 claims	 that	 the	 relative	 impact	 of	 low	 levels	 of	 education	 as	

well	 as	 attitudinal	 factors	 including	 work-readiness	 is	 not	 well	 known.	

Additionally,	successful	outcomes	at	the	program	level	are	not	always	reflected	

in	 population	 level	 statistics,	 the	 reasons	 for	 which	 are	 also	 not	 well	 known	

(Karmel	et	al.,	2014:	3).		

	

Understanding	policy	in	terms	of	instrumental	rationality	can	help	to	explain	this	

ambiguity,	 which	 holds	 that	 solutions	 to	 problems	 can	 be	 devised	 and	 be	

successful.	 This	 is	 predicated	 on	 a	 belief	 that	 improving	 an	 understanding	 of	

something	 through	 information	 and	 evidence	 helps	 to	 better	 target	 areas	 for	

policy	 interventions.	 Sanders	 (2009:	 328)	 argues	 that	 evidence	does	not	 stand	

alone	 as	 demonstrating	what	works	 in	 the	 case	 of	 Indigenous	 policy	 despite	 a	

commitment	 to	 objective	 and	 scientific	modes	 of	 understanding	 problems	 and	

evidence.	 It	 is	contextualised,	 interpreted	and	 inserted	at	appropriate	points	 to	

support	 certain	 agendas	and	 ideologies.	 In	 the	 case	of	 Indigenous	employment	

policy	 and	 programs,	 they	 can	 be	 considered	 expressions	 of	 neoliberal	

principles,	 where	 encouraging	 participation	 in	 real	 jobs	 and	 lessening	

dependence	on	welfare	are	primary	drivers	of	policy,	its	implementation	and	the	

instrumental	rationality	underpinning	it.		
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On	the	one	hand,	evidence	is	not	used	in	an	entirely	neutral	way,	but	on	the	other	

hand	 it	 also	 cannot	 capture	 the	 problem	 of	 interpretation	 of	 meaning	 that	

complicates	 policy	 implementation.	 This	 becomes	 apparent	 where	 policy	

attempts	 to	 impart	 human	 capital	 and	 social	 capital	 through	 its	 programs.	

Indigenous	employment	policy	accepts	that	VET	and	other	training	programs	are	

self-evident	solutions	to	fixing	the	problem	of	skills	deficits.	This	is	underpinned	

by	 human	 capital	 theory,	 which	 holds	 that	 increased	 human	 capital,	 including	

education,	 skills	 and	 knowledge,	 contributes	 to	 one’s	 capacity	 to	 become	

employed.	VET	providers	deliver	and	assess	national,	rather	than	locally	defined,	

labour	market	 competencies,	which	may	not	be	 suitable	 for	 Indigenous	people	

who	 have	 a	 different	 history,	 culture	 and	 aspirations.	 Teaching	 and	 assessing	

standard	 labour	market	 competencies	may	not	 produce	 the	 same	 employment	

outcomes	(McRae-Williams	and	Gerritsen,	2010:	61).	Here,	policy	assumes	that	

employment	 consequences	 will	 follow	 from	 educational	 achievements,	

representing	 a	 linear,	 direct,	 causal	 mode	 of	 thinking	 (McRae-Williams	 and	

Guenther,	 2010:	 3).	 This	 is	 suggestive	 of	 instrumental	 rationality,	 as	 the	

outcomes	of	employment	programs	have	to	be	measurable	and	demonstrated	in	

quantifiable	terms	against	some	sort	of	norm.	That	is,	the	problem	of	Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 exists	 and	 can	 be	 made	 manageable	 and	 solvable	 when	

employment	outcomes	for	Indigenous	people	are	compared	to	those	of	the	non-

Indigenous	population.		

	

Addressing	 the	problem	of	unemployment	 according	 to	 a	 logic	of	 instrumental	

rationality	 inevitably	 leads	 to	 standardisation	 in	 terms	 of	 objectives	 to	 be	

achieved.	Specialist	employment	agencies	that	cater	for	Indigenous	people	might	
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be	 able	 to	 assist	 in	 a	 way	 that	 is	 culturally	 sensitive	 and	 compatible	 with	

Indigenous	people’s	needs.	However,	these	agencies’	objectives	remain	the	same,	

meaning	they	cannot	respond	to	cultural	aspirations	in	terms	of	the	objectives	to	

be	 necessarily	 achieved	 (Dockery	 and	 Milsom,	 2007:	 37).	 While	 specialist	

Indigenous	 employment	 training	 practices	 may	 claim	 to	 respect	 cultural	

differences,	 they	 actually	 seek	 to	 deny	 those	 differences,	 by	 producing	

conformity	to	the	requirements	of	work-readiness	(Lawrence,	2005:	46).		

	

The	federal	government	implements	its	policy	in	line	with	certain	definitions	of	

work-readiness	 that	 involves	 possessing	 competencies	 that	 employers	 value.	

Where	 capacities	 are	 aligned	 with	 work-readiness	 in	 a	 western	 sense,	 these	

might	be	antithetical	to	some	Indigenous	interests	(Jordan	and	Mavec,	2010:	24).	

The	human	capital	framework	is	complicated	by	socio-cultural	factors	that	shape	

an	individual’s	attitudes,	motivations	and	preferences	to	work	(Stephens,	2010:	

306).	 Standardisation	 also	 presents	 more	 scope	 for	 the	 contestation	 and	

negotiation	 of	 meaning.	 That	 is,	 work-readiness	 is	 susceptible	 to	 different	

interpretations,	aspirations	and	preferences	for	work.		

	

The	provision	of	 training	 through	 Indigenous	 employment	policy	 also	 includes	

learning	 to	 form	 new	 social	 capital	 with	 people	 in	 employment	 and	 with	

employers	(Catts,	2011:	227).	Social	capital	theory	refers	to	the	networks	that	an	

individual	can	draw	upon	as	‘capital’	for	finding	employment.	It	is	favoured	as	a	

conceptual	tool	for	policy	and	is	perceived	as	a	positive	attribute,	while	its	lack	is	

a	 negative	 (Lahn,	 2012:	 297).	 Policy	 assumes	 a	 causal	 relationship	 between	

increasing	 social	 capital	 and	 improving	 employment	 outcomes.	 However,	
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Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 relies	 on	 Indigenous	 people	 being	 willing	 to	

supplying	 their	 labour,	 which	 it	 can	 control	 only	 indirectly,	 through	 work-

readiness	training	and	encouraging	social	capital.	Lahn	(2012:	296)	notes	that	it	

is	difficult	to	generate	concrete	tangible	evidence	of	social	capital	that	lends	itself	

to	quantitative	analysis.	Evaluations	of	work-readiness	programs	also	note	that	

high	levels	of	churning	and	dropout	rates	are	problems	affecting	work-readiness	

training	 (Karmel	 et	 al.,	 2014:	 21;	 Guenther	 et	 al.,	 2011:	 88).	 This	 means	 the	

precise	 nature	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	 social	 capital	 and	 employment	

outcomes	is	unknown	in	culturally	plural	contexts	such	as	Indigenous	Australia,	

where	the	social	environment	is	an	important	determinant	of	labour	supply.		

	

	

3.8	Evaluation	

	

Policy	 evaluation	 identifies	 successes	 and	 failures	 within	 previous	 policy	 in	

order	 to	 improve	 it.	 Evaluations	 that	do	not	properly	 identify	what	 is	working	

cannot	 impact	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 policy.	 Adhering	 to	 instrumental	 rationality	

leads	to	a	focus	on	quantifiable	results	and	restrictive	measures	and	conceptions	

of	 successful	 outcomes.	 In	 this	 way	 the	 interpretative	 factors	 that	 need	 to	 be	

incorporated	 into	 evaluation	 frameworks	 in	 order	 to	 make	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	more	effective	are	disregarded.		

	

Policy	 evaluation	works	 according	 to	 the	 principles	 of	 instrumental	 rationality	

by	linking	objectives,	implemented	processes	and	measured	outcomes	to	assess	
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success	 or	 failure	 and	 provide	 solutions	 to	 identified	 problems.	 Public	 policy	

evaluation	 also	 necessarily	 involves	 cooperation	 and	 communicative	

relationships	 between	 people,	meaning	 it	 is	 also	made	within	 some	 system	 of	

ideas	and	standards	that	is	comprehensible	and	plausible	to	the	actors	involved	

(Freeman,	2006:	375).	Those	involved	in	evaluation	share	a	policy	paradigm	by	

holding	a	common	understanding	of	its	goals,	instruments	and	the	nature	of	the	

problems	 to	 which	 policy	 is	 addressed	 (Freeman,	 2006:	 374).	 That	 is,	 policy	

makers	are	part	of	an	epistemic	community,	holding	and	using	a	set	of	cultural	

knowledge	 to	arrive	at	 choices	or	 evaluations,	which	affects	what	 is	 treated	as	

more	 or	 less	 relevant,	 important	 and	 desirable,	 including	 information,	

institutions,	 skills	and	normative	 judgements	(Bobrow,	2006:	573).	 In	 this	way	

instrumental	 rationality	 facilitates	 a	 cultural	 bias	 towards	 those	 involved	 in	

evaluating	 and	 developing	 policy.	 Disregarding	 or	 downplaying	 diversity	 and	

assuming	 a	 uniformity	 of	 interpretations	 from	 policy	 targets	 can	 lead	 to	 a	

tendency	 to	 simplify.	 This	 favours	 attributing	 to	 apparently	 similar	 verbal	 or	

physical	 acts	 a	 standard	 meaning,	 intent	 and	 affect	 (Bobrow,	 2006:	 578).	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 reflects	 this	 tendency	 by	 treating	 its	 targets	 as	

having	similar	views	on	and	understandings	of	work.		

	

The	 tendency	 towards	 simplification	 also	 arises	 due	 to	 inherent	 limitations	

linked	 to	 the	 positivistic	 ideal	 of	 instrumental	 rationality	 in	 policy.	 Those	

involved	 in	 developing,	 implementing	 and	 evaluating	 policy	 identify	 a	

problematic	world	and	an	imagined	desired	one.	Programs	are	 implemented	to	

establish	processes	that	are	assumed	to	achieve	outcomes.	However,	differences	

between	 problematic	 and	 desired	 worlds	may	 not	 be	 directly	 measureable	 or	
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data	 may	 be	 unavailable,	 so	 measures	 are	 often	 used	 that	 are	 believed	 to	 be	

associated	with	the	desired	change	in	the	world	(Dockery	and	Milsom,	2007:	11).	

Hunter	 and	 Biddle	 (2012:	 1)	 note	 that	 there	 is	 a	 tendency	 in	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	to	measure	what	can	be	measured	rather	than	what	should	

be	measured,	as	evaluations	often	focus	on	quantifiable	objectives,	outcomes	and	

measures.	 The	 substitution	 of	 a	 lack	 of	 adequate	 measures	 with	 desired	

measures	 is	 further	 compounded	 by	 a	 lack	 of	 data	 in	 regards	 to	 Indigenous	

employment	 outcomes.	 For	 example,	 analysis	 of	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 outcomes	 is	

limited	 by	 lack	 of	 adequate	wage	 data	 for	 Indigenous	Australians	 (Hunter	 and	

Yap,	2014:	3).		

	

The	 issue	 of	 simplification	 is	 illustrated	 by	 evaluations	 of	 programs	 that	 are	

situated	within	 the	purchaser	 provider	model	 used	 in	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	 to	 deliver	 employment	 services	 and	 programs	 under	 Job	 Services	

Australia.	Australian	governments	apply	the	purchaser	provider	model	in	places	

where	 outcomes	 can	 be	 clearly	 defined	 and	 can	 be	 specified	 in	 quantitative	

terms,	 and	 where	 outcomes	 are	 linked	 to	 services	 provided	 by	 provider	

(Burgess,	 2003:	 233).	 The	 measures	 used	 to	 assess	 success	 or	 failure	 for	

programs	 within	 this	 model	 of	 service	 delivery	 tend	 to	 be	 linked	 to	 an	 ideal	

outcome	imagined	by	those	devising	policy	and	their	policy	paradigm.	Here,	the	

most	commonly-used	measure	of	outcomes	for	the	evaluation	of	services	is	gross	

employment	 rates,	 although	 this	 can	 also	 include	 including	 enrolments,	

completion	 rates,	 pass	 rates	 and	 student	 satisfaction	 (Dockery	 and	 Milsom,	

2007:	42).		
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For	policy	evaluation	and	policy	more	generally,	it	is	important	to	know	what	is	

effective	 and	 why.	 This	 is	 difficult	 to	 achieve	 where	 evaluation	 measures	

primarily	consider	employment	outcomes	over	other	outcomes.	A	problem	with	

gross	employment	rates	as	a	main	criterion	 for	outcomes	 is	 that	success	 is	not	

measured	 according	 to	 other	 outcomes	 such	 as	 the	 ability	 to	 retain	work	 and	

develop	a	career	path,	which	are	equally	as	important	as	the	ability	to	get	a	job	

(Burgess,	 2003:	 233).	 This	 is	 problematic	 for	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

evaluation,	 as	 there	 are	 high	 rates	 of	 labour	 turnover	 or	 churning	 amongst	

Indigenous	 people,	meaning	 they	 are	 likely	 to	move	more	 frequently	 between	

states	of	employment	and	unemployment	(Gray	and	Hunter,	2005:	388).		

	

Policy	 evaluations	 use	 gross	 employment	 rates	 as	 a	 measure	 of	 successful	

outcomes.	 However,	 this	 ignores	 what	 policy	 targets	 might	 perceive	 as	 a	

successful	 outcome.	 Success	 for	 Indigenous	 participants	 could	 also	 be	 seen	 in	

terms	 of	 its	 impact	 on	 their	 capacity	 to	 attain	 their	 aspirations,	 strengthening	

identity,	improving	individual	confidence	and	self-esteem,	or	greater	capacity	to	

help	 in	their	community	(Dockery	and	Milsom,	2007:	42).	Under	the	purchaser	

provider	 model,	 providers	 are	 paid	 for	 positive	 outcomes,	 so	 their	 most	

profitable	strategy	might	be	seen	as	concentrating	their	activities	on	those	who	

are	easiest	to	place	into	a	job.	In	this	way	the	system	is	geared	towards	result	in	

high	gross	outcomes	but	low	net	impacts	(Dockery	and	Milsom,	2007:	38).		

	

In	general,	Indigenous	employment	policies	pursue	the	integration	of	Indigenous	

people	 into	 the	 mainstream	 market	 economy,	 which	 is	 a	 legitimate	 and	

important	 objective	 for	 some	 but	 not	 all	 Indigenous	 people.	 Policies	 are	
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evaluated	 primarily	 in	 relation	 to	 their	 impact	 on	 mainstream	 economic	 and	

labour	 market	 outcomes	 (Dockery	 and	 Milsom,	 2007:	 45).	 The	 measures	 of	

effectiveness	used	mostly	focus	on	quantifiable	objectives	and	use	conventional	

labour	 market	 outcomes,	 such	 as	 employment	 rates,	 paid	 employment	 and	

income,	which	may	not	be	suitable	for	or	consistent	with	Indigenous	objectives.	

(Dockery	and	Milsom,	2007:	7).	This	is	also	a	practical	outcome	of	instrumental	

rationality,	as	it	is	‘not	possible	to	distinguish	between	the	varying	aspirations	of	

Indigenous	 participants	 nor	 the	 outcomes	 which	 relate	 to	 the	 aspirations’	

(Dockery	 and	Milsom,	 2007:	 33).	 This	means	 that	 the	 assessment	 of	 outcomes	

according	 to	 standard	 labour	 market	 indicators	 is	 the	 only	 practical	 way	 to	

assess	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 such	 programs	 according	 to	 the	 positivist	 ideal	

informing	 the	 logic	of	 instrumental	rationality.	That	 is,	 it	 is	difficult	 to	quantify	

employment	 outcomes	 achieved	 through	 employment	 training	 by	 Indigenous	

people	due	 to	different	 cultural	 constructions	of	work	 (Rivers,	2012:	3).	Policy	

evaluations	 need	 to	 investigate	 preferences	 for	work	 and	 their	 implications	 in	

order	 to	 improve	 policy.	 A	 consequence	 of	 using	 standard	 labour	 market	

outcomes	 as	 measures	 of	 success	 is	 that	 it	 is	 likely	 to	 be	 insufficient	 for	

developing	new	programs	and	policies	to	facilitate	future	success	(Rivers,	2012:	

3).	
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3.9	Institutional	factors	

	

The	 institutional	 setting	 within	 which	 policy	 is	 situated	 can	 also	 explain	 the	

failings	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy.	 Parallel	 Indigenous-specific	 and	

mainstream	employment	 program	 funding	privileges	 neoliberal	 values	 of	 cost-

effectiveness	 over	 the	 preferences	 and	 needs	 of	 Indigenous	 people.	 Under	 the	

federal	 system,	 responsibility	 for	 Indigenous	 affairs	 is	 shared	 across	 state,	

territory	 and	 national	 levels,	 leading	 to	 a	 duplication	 of	 programs	 or	 an	

overlapping	 mosaic	 model	 of	 program	 delivery.	 A	 small	 number	 of	 major	

programs	 with	 broad	 coverage	 are	 complemented	 by	 a	 number	 of	 both	

mainstream	 and	 Indigenous	 specific	 niche	 programs	 (Dillon	 and	 Westbury,	

2007:	65).		

	

An	 implication	 of	 parallel	 funding	 arrangements	 is	 that	 Indigenous	 people	 are	

understood	to	be	a	discreet	population	and	that	some	knowledge	of	this	has	been	

used	 to	 determine	 funding	 arrangements.	 The	 logic	 of	 instrumental	 rationality	

informing	 policy	 informing	 this	 is	 geared	 towards	 reducing	 conflict	 and	

uncertainty	 and	 providing	 stability	 by	 deriving	 generalisable	 knowledge	 and	

universal	 principles	 that	 can	 be	 applied	 to	 achieve	 policy	 goals	 across	 diverse	

domains	 and	 settings.	 That	 is,	 policy	 makers	 use	 simplification	 to	 make	

complexity	 in	 the	world	manageable	by	understanding	how	 to	 act	 on	 it	 (Hajer	

and	Laws,	 2006:	 251).	 Certain	 relationships	 amongst	 the	 population	 become	 a	

matter	 for	 government	 to	 investigate	 and	 to	 intervene	 in.	 That	 is,	 ‘the	 social’	

becomes	an	object	of	government	and	a	conceptual	tool	used	by	policy	makers	to	

make	 Indigenous	 people	 an	 object	 of	 knowledge	 and	 to	 problematise	 them	
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(Rowse,	1998:	92).	However,	Indigenous	people	are	not	a	homogenous	group	in	

the	way	policy	 conceptualises	 them.	The	 concept	of	 a	discreet	 Indigenous	 sub-

population	used	for	comparative	purposes	to	create	a	problem	that	needs	to	be	

solved	is	a	statistical	aggregation	of	individuals	who	identify,	or	are	identified,	as	

Indigenous	rather	than	a	well-defined	sociological	category	(Altman,	Biddle	and	

Hunter,	2008:	4).		

	

Where	 knowledge	 is	 used	 to	 classify	 and	 make	 complex	 situations	 simple	 in	

order	 to	 work	 on	 them,	 it	 can	 influence	 institutional	 arrangements	 and	

perpetuate	 certain	 values.	 Laws	 and	 Hajer	 (2006:	 417)	 note	 that	 when	

knowledge	 and	 policy	 are	 too	 closely	 related,	 conducting	 policy	 work	 in	

institutional	 arrangements	 can	 become	 counter-productive.	 In	 the	 case	 of	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy,	 the	 bureaucracy	 of	 the	 federal,	 state	 and	

territory	 governments	 adheres	 to	 the	 philosophy	 of	 neoliberalism	 and	 the	

concomitant	 principles	 of	 transparency,	 competition,	 cost-effectiveness	 and	

management	 practices	 of	 strategic	 planning	 and	 outcome	 monitoring	 (Fache,	

2014:	271).	Rationalising	societies	and	the	management	of	goods	and	people	in	

this	way	reproduces	one	way	of	conceiving	value	at	the	expense	of	others.	

	

A	 consequence	 of	 this	 is	 that	 the	 government’s	 value	 of	 cost-effectiveness	

overrides	Indigenous	people’s	own	values	and	aspirations	linked	to	the	services	

provided	under	Indigenous	employment	policy.	Distributing	funds	according	to	a	

competitive	 cost-effectiveness	 model	 does	 not	 operate	 according	 to	 need	 and	

does	 not	 guarantee	 an	 allocation	 of	 funds.	 In	 this	 way	 this	 institutional	

framework	 acts	 as	 a	 disincentive	 to	 the	 allocation	 of	 adequate	 resources	 to	
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address	 ineffectual	 policy	 (Dillon	 and	 Westbury,	 2007:	 190).	 Privileging	 the	

value	of	cost-effectiveness	means	that	 funding	of	 Indigenous	training	programs	

is	 partly	 based	 on	 VET	 enrolment	 numbers,	 which	 allows	 providers	 to	 run	 in	

competition	with	each	other	to	secure	this	funding	(Miller,	2005:	38).	The	result	

for	 independent	 and	 Indigenous-controlled	 providers	 without	 major	 state	 or	

territory	government	support	means	they	are	susceptible	to	short-term	resource	

fluctuations.	This	can	also	lead	to	uncertainty	in	their	capacity	to	plan	in	the	long	

term	and	deliver	education	and	training	that	meets	the	goals	and	aspirations	for	

Indigenous	people	(Miller,	2005).		

	

Cost-effectiveness	 overrides	 Indigenous	 preferences	 despite	 evidence	 to	 show	

that	job	service	providers	produce	more	successful	outcomes	where	Indigenous	

clients	are	more	 likely	to	remain	within	programs	that	displayed	more	cultural	

awareness	 and	 were	 more	 attuned	 to	 Indigenous	 people’s	 needs,	 which	

specialist	 providers	 are	 in	 a	 position	 to	 deliver	 (Karmel	 et	 al.,	 2013:	 31).	 The	

parallel	 funding	 arrangement	 is	 embedded	 at	 the	 institutional,	 policy	 and	

program	 levels,	 meaning	 that	 conceptual	 thinking	 by	 policy	 makers	 can	 be	

constrained	 by	 political	 and	 bureaucratic	 inertia	 (Dillon	 and	Westbury,	 2007:	

181).	Dillon	and	Westbury	 (2007:	184)	argue	 that	 the	parallel	 service	delivery	

system	 also	 allows	 governments	 to	 apply	 different	 and	 lower	 standards	 of	

service	provision	that	reinforces	structural	exclusion	by	allowing	discrepancies	

in	standard	to	persist,	leading	to	Indigenous	clients	receiving	poorer	outcomes.		

	

The	issues	associated	with	funding	arrangements	are	exacerbated	by	the	liberal	

democratic	 context	 in	 which	 the	 institutions	 of	 government	 are	 situated.	
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Program	 design	 is	 undertaken	 centrally	 to	 meet	 centrally	 determined	

bureaucratic	 and	 political	 objectives,	 resulting	 in	 a	 one-size-fits-all	 approach.	

This	means	there	is	a	tendency	to	place	niche	services	in	areas	where	provision	

is	 most	 cost-effective	 and	 positive	 outcomes	 are	 easily	 obtained	 (Dillon	 and	

Westbury,	2007:	69).	The	concern	to	solve	problems	using	centrally	coordinated	

and	 planned	 programs	 through	 a	 federal	 architecture	 of	 government	 leads	 to	

uniformity.	 This	 sits	 in	 tension	 with	 Indigenous	 people’s	 minority	 position	

within	the	nation	state.	Indigenous	Australians	constitute	a	small,	dispersed	and	

fragmented	 population	 making	 up	 three	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 total	 Australian	

population,	 meaning	 they	 lack	 effective	 political	 representation	 and	 electoral	

pressure	(Altman,	2014:	128).	Indigenous	people’s	relative	disengagement	with	

government	 and	 mainstream	 political	 and	 social	 institutions	 exacerbates	 this	

(Dillon	and	Westbury,	2007:	196).	In	this	way	Indigenous	people	have	in	general	

less	influence	in	terms	of	their	interests	being	heard	or	their	needs	being	catered	

for	 in	 public	 policy.	 The	 democratic	 system	 also	 encourages	 governments	 to	

adopt	 short	 or	 electorally-based	 time	 horizons	 and	 underestimate	 the	 time	

required	 to	 plan	 and	 consult	 with	 stakeholders	 and	 roll	 out	 initiatives	 (Dillon	

and	 Westbury,	 2007:	 60).	 This	 creates	 an	 unstable	 institutional	 environment,	

including	 constant	 policy	 reform,	 legislative	 change	 and	 realignment	 of	

departmental	 portfolios	 that	 affects	 policy	 effectiveness.	 Under	 this	 system,	

instrumental	 rationality	within	 policy	 translates	 into	 a	 uniformity	 of	measures	

that	 is	based	on	majority-determined	benchmarks,	which	cannot	accommodate	

diversity	 and	 does	 not	 represent	 Indigenous	 people	well,	meaning	 policy	 does	

not	necessarily	reflect	the	will	of	its	own	targets.	
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3.10	Conclusion	

	

Kleiman	 and	 Teles	 (2006:	 626)	 describe	 policy	 effectiveness	 as	 a	 function	 of	

institutional	incentives	and	material	resources	mediated	by	the	transaction	costs	

imposed	 by	 the	 institutional	 and	 cultural	 context	 and	 citizens’	 willingness	 to	

cooperate	 with	 government	 objectives	 without	 coercion.	 According	 to	 this	

formulation,	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 made	 ineffective	 due	 to	 a	

combination	 of	 poorly	 targeted	 institutional	 incentives	 that	 fail	 to	 encourage	

Indigenous	 citizens	 to	 cooperate	 with	 policy	 and	 program	 initiatives.	

Exacerbating	 this	 are	 the	 ‘costs’	 incurred	 by	 an	 institutional	 environment	

characterised	 by	 an	 instrumental	 rationality	 that	 clashes	 with	 Indigenous	

cultural	understandings	of	work.		

	

Literature	 that	 attempts	 to	 explain	 the	 reasons	 for	 the	 failure	 of	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 are	 divided	 ideologically	 over	 the	 role	 of	 culture	 and	

mainstream	approaches	in	causing	this.	Those	on	the	right	do	not	acknowledge	

the	cultural	factors	that	determine	policy	outcomes	as	legitimate	choices.	Those	

on	 the	 left	 consider	 culturally	 inspired	 behaviour	 and	 choices	 as	 legitimate,	

which	mainstream	approaches	do	not	accommodate	properly.	These	views	focus	

on	the	decision-making	factors	of	economic	behaviour.	However,	a	central	aim	of	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 to	 not	 only	 change	 Indigenous	 people’s	

preferences,	 but	 to	 also	 change	 their	 abilities	 through	 pedagogic	 authority	 or	

knowledge	 transfer.	 Literature	 focusing	 on	 Indigenous	 orientations	 to	 work	



	
	

144	

recognises	 that	 teaching	 the	 skills	 and	 dispositions	 necessary	 for	 mainstream	

employment	is	complicated,	but	they	do	not	theorise	the	problem	of	knowledge	

transfer	 and	 its	 impact	 on	 employment	 outcomes	 explicitly.	 The	 literature	

suggests	 that	 differences	 in	 cultural	 values	 do	 impact	 on	 policy	 effectiveness.	

Understanding	 the	 contribution	 that	 these	 differences	 make	 in	 the	 context	 of	

knowledge	 transfer	 is	 a	 key	 part	 of	 understanding	 the	 limited	 success	 of	

Indigenous	employment	policy	and	for	developing	ways	to	improve	it.	

	

Neoliberal-informed	 instrumental	 rationality	 is	 a	 guiding	 principle	 that	 is	

reflected	 in	 the	way	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 implemented,	 evaluated	

and	funded	and	demonstrates	how	mainstream	policy	approaches	to	increasing	

Indigenous	employment	are	inappropriate.	Instrumental	rationality	assumes	full	

information	 about	 the	 means	 for	 pursuing	 policy	 goals	 and	 the	 constraints	

available	 to	 pursuing	 them;	 however,	 full	 information	 about	 this	 is	 never	

completely	achievable	(Goodin,	et	al.	2006:	19).	That	is,	the	positivist	concern	for	

measurable	and	quantifiable	objective	knowledge	cannot	capture	the	complexity	

of	 social	 policy,	 which	 involves	 changing	 the	 behaviour	 of	 policy	 targets	 who	

have	the	capacity	to	behave	otherwise.	Indigenous	perspectives	on	work	are	an	

example	of	an	 ‘intrinsic	 limit’	 to	government,	as	 they	cannot	be	 translated	 into	

calculated	interventions	that	produce	intended	outcomes	(Li,	2007).	In	this	way,	

Indigenous	people	 live	 in	 an	 ‘ungovernable	 space’	 that	 puts	 them	beyond	 easy	

reach	 of	 government	 policies	 aimed	 at	 altering	 their	 socio-economic	

circumstances	 (Peterson,	 2010:	 256).	 The	 limits	 of	 policy’s	 capacities	 to	 alter	

people’s	behaviour	is	a	key	reasons	for	policy	failure.	In	this	case	the	very	logic	

that	is	used	to	solve	policy	problems	can	contribute	to	its	failure	to	resolve	them.		



	
	

145	

Chapter	4:	Methods	and	methodology:	conceptualising	and	
analysing	the	data	
	

4.1	Introduction		
	

I	 combine	 a	 critique	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	with	 a	 consideration	 of	

Indigenous	 understandings	 of	 employment	 in	 order	 to	 examine	 the	 extent	 to	

which	 policy	 expectations	 match	 or	 do	 not	 match	 the	 understandings	 of	

employment	held	by	Indigenous	job	seekers	and	those	already	employed.	I	apply	

a	 broadly	 interpretative,	 social	 constructivist	methodological	 approach	 to	 fulfil	

this	aim.	The	role	of	power	in	mediating	the	relationship	between	policy	and	its	

subjects	 is	 central	 to	 conceptualising	 this.	 Governmentality,	 neoliberal	

governance,	 the	 state,	 critical	 discourse	 analysis,	 metis	 knowledge	 and	

employment	are	key	concepts	and	theories	that	address	this	and	therefore	guide	

the	overall	methodological	approach	taken	to	the	research.		

	

I	use	two	principle	datasets	 to	address	the	problem	of	 Indigenous	employment	

policy	 and	 its	 incompatibility	 with	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work.	 First,	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 demonstrate	 the	 work-readiness	

metis	 knowledge	 underlying	 them.	 Second,	 interviews	 conducted	 with	

Indigenous	 residents	 of	 Darwin	 contain	 their	 perspectives	 on	 work	 and	

employment.	One	aim	of	analysing	these	two	datasets	is	to	show	that	the	norms	

and	 values	 that	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 attempts	 to	 inculcate	 through	

teaching	 work-readiness	 knowledge	 are	 often	 different	 to	 the	 values	 and	

understandings	 of	 work	 held	 by	 Indigenous	 people.	 To	 do	 this,	 I	 outline	 the	
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processes	 involved	 in	 developing	 selection	 criteria	 for	 policy	 documents,	

creating	themes	for	analysing	them	and	integrating	the	different	datasets.		

	

Both	comparative	and	critical	approaches	are	used	to	analyse	the	two	different	

sets	of	data	and	answer	the	research	questions	driving	the	study.	Critique	takes	a	

central	 place	 in	 explaining	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy’s	 failure	 to	 alleviate	

high	 levels	 of	 unemployment	 amongst	 Indigenous	 people.	 I	 employ	 critical	

discourse	 analysis	 (CDA)	 to	 uncover	 the	 assumptions	 underlying	 Indigenous	

employment	 documents	 and	 expose	 how	 they	 contribute	 to	 the	 operation	 of	

power.	A	comparative	approach	complements	the	critical	scope	of	the	research.	

Comparing	the	expectations	and	assumptions	of	Indigenous	employment	policy	

with	 Indigenous	 perceptions	 of	 work	 demonstrates	 how	 policy	 objectives	 and	

Indigenous	 subjectivities	 clash	 at	 the	 level	 of	 ontology	 and	epistemology.	 I	 use	

standpoint	theory	to	establish	researcher	reflexivity	and	conceptualise	interview	

data	as	an	objective	form	of	knowledge	that	can	be	compared	to	policy	in	order	

to	critique	it.		

	

4.2	Research	questions	and	methodological	approach	
	

The	central	question	driving	 this	 research	 is:	What	 contribution	do	differences	

between	the	metis	knowledge	assumed	within	Indigenous	employment	policies	

and	 programs	 and	 those	 of	 Indigenous	 people	make	 to	 the	 limited	 success	 of	

Indigenous	employment	policy?	

	

Subsidiary	questions	include:	



	
	

147	

	

1. What	culturally-based	values	and	knowledge	shape	the	Australian	state’s	

expectations,	demands	and	arrangements	for	employment	for	Indigenous	

people	residing	in	urban	centres?		

2. How	do	these	expectations	differ	 from	the	values	and	metis	knowledges	

of	Indigenous	people	in	relation	to	work	and	employment?	

3. To	what	extent	do	differences	in	the	values	and	metis	knowledges	of	the	

state	and	 Indigenous	people	explain	governance	outcomes	 in	relation	 to	

employment?		

4. What	 are	 the	 implications	 of	 these	 findings	 for	 the	 way	 the	 state’s	

employment	policies	can	improve	wellbeing	for	Indigenous	people	living	

in	major	urban	centres?	

	

	

To	answer	these	questions	I	use	Indigenous	employment	policy	documents	and	

interview	 data	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 a	 clash	 between	 subjectivities,	

epistemologies,	 ontologies	 and	 differences	 in	 interpretation	 lead	 to	 particular	

policy	outcomes.	Chapter	5	involves	a	critical	analysis	of	select	policy	documents	

to	demonstrate	the	particular	metis	knowledges	and	values	that	influence	policy	

and	how	it	governs	Indigenous	people.	Chapter	6	focuses	on	analysing	interview	

data	to	demonstrate	how	Indigenous	people	understand	work	and	employment	

and	the	values	and	metis	knowledges	informing	them.	Chapter	7	synthesises	the	

two	datasets	and	serves	as	a	discussion.	Comparing	 the	results	of	each	dataset	

analysis	reveals	how	the	two	sets	of	metis	knowledges	differ	from	one	another.	
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Considering	the	differences	between	the	two	makes	the	 implications	of	 this	 for	

policy	more	visible	and	helps	to	theorise	the	limits	of	governance	more	fully.		

	

A	 key	 aim	 of	 this	 study	 is	 to	 analyse	 the	 taken-for-granted	 metis	 knowledge	

underwriting	 policy	 and	 the	 ways	 this	 accords	 or	 not	 with	 urban	 Indigenous	

residents’	 own	 subjectivities.	 That	 is,	 subjectivity,	 human	 interpretation	 and	

meaning-making	are	a	main	object	of	 inquiry.	Accordingly	this	research	project	

employs	 a	 qualitative	 and	 social	 constructionist	 epistemological	 framework	 in	

order	 to	 examine	 the	 meanings,	 experiences	 and	 subjectivities	 implicit	 within	

Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 and	 compare	 these	 with	 those	 held	 by	

interview	 subjects.	 A	 social	 constructionist	 epistemology	 maintains	 that	

meanings	 are	 not	 discovered	 but	 are	 constructed	 by	 human	 subjects.	 People	

construct	meaning	in	different	ways	in	relation	to	the	same	phenomenon	(Crotty,	

1998:	9).		

	

The	 social	 constructivist	 perspective	 used	 here	 is	 complemented	 by	 an	

interpretivist	approach	to	data	analysis.	This	is	well	suited	to	the	main	research	

task	of	uncovering	the	ambiguities	and	multiple	interpretations	of	the	meanings	

of	 work	 and	 the	 metis	 knowledge	 needed	 to	 become	 ‘work-ready’	 that	

Indigenous	employment	policy	advocates	(Yanow,	2007:	408).	An	interpretivist	

or	 hermeneutic	 approach	 to	 research	 holds	 that	meaning-making	 is	 central	 to	

the	 character	 of	 the	 human	 social	 reality.	 In	 this	 case,	 Individuals	 are	 able	 to	

frame,	 interpret,	 and	 construct	 multiple	 meaning	 from	 policy	 messages.	 Post-

positivist,	 or	 interpretive	 policy	 analysis	 aims	 to	 identify	 policy	meanings	 and	

how	they	are	communicated	and	variously	interpreted	by	focusing	on	the	role	of	
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language	and	meaning-making	in	this	(Bacchi,	2009:	252).	The	policy	process	is	

understood	 here	 as	 not	 only	 an	 instrumental	 process	 of	 applying	 solutions	 to	

problems	 but	 also	 involving	 the	 inculcation	 of	 values	 and	 the	 creation,	

expression	 and	 communication	 of	 meanings	 (Yanow,	 1996:	 6).	 Policy	 makers	

communicate	 concepts,	 societal	meanings,	 values	 and	 beliefs	 to	 policy	 targets.	

The	communication	and	 interpretation	of	 the	meanings	of	specific	policies	also	

means	 they	 can	 be	 miscommunicated	 and	 misinterpreted.	 In	 other	 words,	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 asks	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 change	 their	

behaviour,	 but	 they	 retain	 the	 capacity	 to	 refuse	 to	 do	 so.	 This	 highlights	 the	

inherent	 limitations	 of	 government	 control	 over	 how	 policy	 targets	 interpret	

policy	meanings	and	the	outcomes	of	policies	in	general	(Yanow,	1996:	232).		

		

Qualitative	 data	 represents	 the	 extent	 to	which	 urban	 Indigenous	 respondents	

experience	themselves	in	terms	of	the	capacities,	qualities,	skills	and	knowledges	

set	out	by	these	governmental	practices.	Indigenous	labour	market	outcomes	are	

often	 explained	 according	 to	 factors	 that	 are	 measured	 statistically,	 including	

geographic	 and	 demographic	 characteristics,	 education,	 health,	 culture,	 crime	

and	 housing	 issues.	 Thapa	 et	 al.	 (2012:	 147)	 argue	 that	 quantitative	methods	

such	 as	 statistics	 and	 surveys	 do	 not	 easily	 identify	 clear,	 causal	 relationships	

between	 explanatory	 variables	 and	 the	 labour	 market	 states	 modelled	 for	

Indigenous	 employment	 outcomes.	 There	 are	 many	 unobserved	 factors	 and	

differences	in	an	individual’s	ability	and	circumstance	within	a	selected	sample,	

such	 as	 metis	 knowledge,	 work-readiness	 and	 other	 subjective	 factors.	

Conventional	 economic	models	 for	 explaining	 labour	 supply	 provide	 a	 limited	

role	for	factoring	in	social	factors.	These	are	mainly	understood	to	affect	labour	
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supply	by	impacting	an	individual’s	decision	to	work	or	to	spend	their	efforts	on	

leisure	 activities	 instead	 (Hunter	 and	 Gray,	 2000:	 111).	 The	 assumption	 of	 a	

duality	 between	 work	 and	 leisure	 is	 limiting	 in	 the	 context	 of	 Indigenous	

Australia	 and	 cannot	 capture	 the	 complex	 role	 of	 socio-cultural	 factors	 that	

shape	individuals’	attitudes	to	and	preferences	for	work	(Stephens,	2010).	High	

levels	 of	marginal	 attachment	 to	 the	 labour	market	 can	be	 explained	by	 socio-

cultural	 and	 institutional	 factors,	 including	 social	 customs,	 motivations,	

preferences,	 orientations	 to	 work	 and	 discrimination,	 which	 are	 significant	

determinants	 of	 labour	 supply	 (Stephens,	 2010:	 289).	 These	 factors	 are	more	

easily	accounted	for	and	demonstrated	using	qualitative	methods.	

	

	

4.3	Interview	data	
	

Investigating	the	extent	to	which	Indigenous	employment	policies	are	limited	by	

the	 forms	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 they	 seek	 to	 inculcate	 requires	 asking	 how	

Indigenous	people	 residing	 in	urban	areas	engage	with,	 react,	 interpret,	 frame,	

accept	 or	 reject	 and	 resist	 or	 adopt	 institutions	 and	 values	 underwritten	 by	

different	 sets	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 how	 this	 contrasts	 to	 the	 discourse	

underwriting	policy.		

	

In	order	to	accomplish	this	task,	this	study	draws	on	a	secondary	dataset	sourced	

from	 interviews	 undertaken	 with	 Indigenous	 Darwin	 residents	 in	 partnership	

with	Larrakia	Nation	 Indigenous	Corporation	during	2014	and	early	2015.	The	

research	project	 titled	 ‘Telling	 it	 like	 it	 is:	Aboriginal	 perspectives	 on	 race	 and	
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race	relations’	is	attached	to	an	Australian	Research	Council	linkage	grant	funded	

project	 between	 the	University	 of	Tasmania	 and	Larrakia	Nation.	A	key	 aim	of	

the	project	is	to	investigate	how	Indigenous	people	understand	non-Indigenous	

people,	 their	 institutions	 and	mainstream	 societal	 values.	 For	 the	 purposes	 of	

this	 research	 project,	 the	 interview	 transcripts	 are	 used	 as	 a	 secondary	 set	 of	

data	 for	analysis.	This	 research	 takes	a	narrower	 focus	by	drawing	on	 findings	

specific	 to	 employment.	 Transcripts	 were	 coded	 using	 Nvivo	 data	 analysis	

software	to	identify	and	separate	relevant	sections	of	interviews	from	the	rest	of	

the	 transcripts	 for	 closer	 reading	 and	 analysis.	 While	 the	 material	 I	 use	 for	

analysis	 is	 directly	 concerned	 with	 work	 and	 employment,	 the	 answers	 were	

provided	in	response	to	questions	generated	according	to	the	project’s	key	focus.		

	

I	 was	 not	 involved	 in	 the	 primary	 design	 of	 the	 research,	 though	 I	 conducted	

interviews	 with	 the	 male	 respondents,	 or	 roughly	 half	 the	 total	 number	 of	

interviews.	 This	 provided	 me	 with	 a	 deeper	 insight	 into	 those	 respondents’	

answers	 to	questions	and	a	greater	 interpretive	capacity	because	of	 this.	Being	

present	at	 the	 interviews	afforded	me	an	added	appreciation	 for	 the	context	 in	

which	they	took	place	and	the	subtleties	of	tone,	body	language	and	other	non-

verbal	communication	that	was	not	easily	recorded	in	written	form.		

	

Interviews	 involved	 approximately	 six	 semi-structured	 interviews	 conducted	

with	 each	 respondent.	 Interviews	 were	 semi-structured,	 which	 allowed	 for	

interview	 respondents	 to	 articulate	 their	 own	 models	 for	 understanding	

institutions	 such	 as	 employment.	 The	 conversational	 tone	 of	 the	 interviews	

involved	a	general	theme	and	set	of	open-ended	question	that	aimed	to	allow	the	
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respondent	 to	 answer	 on	 their	 own	 terms.	 This	 provided	 the	 freedom	 to	

introduce	materials	and	questions	previously	unanticipated	and	to	maximise	the	

amount	and	quality	of	information.	Repeated	interviews	allowed	respondents	to	

become	familiar	with	the	interviewers,	the	nature	of	the	interview	questions	and	

formulate	 responses	outside	of	 interviews.	Establishing	 familiarity	also	opened	

up	 the	possibility	of	more	detailed	probing,	and	 to	move	 from	passive	 to	more	

active	 investigation.	 This	mode	of	 interviewing	provided	 respondents	with	 the	

means	 to	 articulate	 and	 target	 their	 own	 responses	 and	 observations	 without	

imposing	 the	concerns	of	 the	researcher	on	 their	 ideas,	while	also	allowing	 for	

responses	that	were	used	to	make	comparisons	across	groups.		

	

4.3.1	Sampling	and	demographic	differences	
	

The	interview	data	sample	was	drawn	through	purposive	sampling	that	matched	

the	 respondents	 to	 a	 sampling	 frame	based	 on	 the	 2011	 census	 socio-

demographic	 profile	 of	 Darwin's	 Aboriginal	 and	 Torres	 Strait	 Islander	

population.	 Core	 demographic	 characteristics	 such	 as	 age,	 employment	 and	

residential	 status	 were	 incorporated	 into	 the	 research	 design	 to	 ensure	 the	

sample	was	representative.	
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Table	1.	The	sample	

Characteristic	 Total	sample	 Employment-specific	

sub	set	

Frequency	 Percentage	 Frequency	 Percentage	

Total	number	of	respondents		 43	 100%	 35	 100%	

Gender	 	 	 	 	

Male	 21	 49%	 18	 52%	

Female	 22	 51%	 17	 48%	 	

Age	 	 	 	 	

46	years	and	older	 15	 35%	 13	 38%	

26–45	years	old	 15	 35%	 11	 31%	

18–25	years	old	 13	 30%	 11	 31%	

Language	 	 	 	 	

English	spoken	at	home	 27	 63%	 26	 74%	

Indigenous	language	spoken	at	home	 16	 37%	 9	 26%	

Occupational	status	 	 	 	 	

Employed		 20	 47%	 19	 54%	

Unemployed	 13	 30%	 8	 23%	

Pension	 7	 17%	 5	 15%	

Student	 2	 4%	 2	 5%	

Home	duties	 1	 2%	 1	 3%	

Employment	sector	 	 	 	 	

Indigenous	community	 10	 23%	 9	 25%	

Government	agency	 9	 21%	 9	 25%	

Not	working	 22	 51%	 15	 44%	

Private	company	 1	 2%	 1	 3%	

Self-employed	 1	 2%	 1	 3%	
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Table	1,	‘Respondent	socio-demographic	characteristics’,	shows	that	at	least	half	

were	working,	while	 others	 had	worked	 in	 the	 past,	 were	 actively	 looking	 for	

work,	 or	 were	 receiving	 Centrelink	 benefits.	 Of	 those	 identified	 as	 employed,	

almost	 all	 worked	 for	 the	 public	 sector	 or	 in	 Indigenous	 organisations.	

Centrelink	 is	 the	 government’s	 central	 hub	 for	 organising	 welfare	 payments.	

Respondents	 listed	 as	 receiving	 Centrelink	 benefits	 may	 not	 necessarily	 have	

been	 unemployed	 but	 would	 likely	 have	 received	 welfare	 benefits,	 signifying	

their	 marginal	 attachment	 to	 formal	 employment	 and	 the	 labour	 market.	

Respondents	were	 identified	as	 living	or	residing	 in	Darwin,	which	 is	an	urban	

area	and	serves	as	an	example	of	urban	Indigenous	orientations	to	work.		

	

This	 sample,	 where	 N	 =	 35	 is	 taken	 from	 a	 larger	 study	 of	 43	 individuals.	 8	

respondents	 were	 excluded,	 as	 they	 did	 not	 discuss	 employment.	 The	

“Employment	 specific	 sub-set”	 column	 in	 table	 1	 illustrates	 the	 socio-

demographic	 variables	 of	 these	 respondents.	 Amongst	 those	 respondents	who	

discussed	work	and	employment,	a	far	lower	number	were	unemployed	(8	of	35)	

or	 spoke	 an	 Aboriginal	 language	 at	 home	 (9	 of	 35).	 Accordingly,	 respondents	

excluded	 from	 the	 sample	were	 far	more	 likely	 to	 be	 unemployed	 and	 have	 a	

higher	 degree	 of	 cultural	 attachment,	 measured	 in	 terms	 of	 language	 use	 at	

home.	 This	 suggests	 that	 individuals	 these	 individuals	 had	 a	 lesser	 degree	 of	

exposure	to	mainstream	institutions	of	work	and	employment	and	may	explain	

why	they	were	less	likely	to	have	discussed	this	in	the	interviews.		

	

Work	 and	 employment	 were	 not	 treated	 as	 individual	 topics	 and	 discussed	

explicitly.	However,	respondents	often	volunteered	examples	of	their	experience	
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at	 work	 to	 illustrate	 their	 experiences	 of	 mainstream	 society.	 I	 explain	 the	

methods	I	used	to	identify	this	material	in	section	4.3.3.	Respondents	may	have	

provided	 slightly	 different	 or	 more	 detailed	 information	 if	 questions	 directly	

addressed	 work	 and	 employment	 and	 if	 more	 time	 had	 been	 devoted	 to	 this	

topic.	 However,	 a	 majority	 chose	 to	 volunteer	 their	 experiences,	 despite	 not	

being	 asked	 directly.	 Respondents	 introduced	 work	 and	 employment	

spontaneously,	 indicating	 that	 these	 topics	 are	major	elements	of	 respondents’	

lives	and	are	worthy	of	investigation.	This	may	also	suggest	that	the	demands	of	

neoliberal	 governance	 impact	 on	 their	 lives	 in	 a	 significant	 way.	 The	 indirect	

nature	of	the	questions	regarding	work	and	employment	means	that	the	answers	

and	 examples	 provided	 were	 deliberate.	 This	 indicates	 that	 the	 examples	

respondents	 chose	 to	 convey	 contained	 genuine	 expressions	 of	 their	

understandings	 of	 work	 and	 employment	 and	 were	 less	 likely	 to	 have	 been	

influenced	by	the	interviewer’s	questions	or	prompting.		

	

Interview	 respondents	 had	 diverse	 life	 histories	 and	 experiences	 at	 work.	

Observing	 and	 analysing	 the	 sub-group	 differentiation	 has	 value,	 because	

demographic	 characteristics	 can	 impact	 on	 orientations	 to	work	 and	 therefore	

metis	 knowledge.	 For	 example,	 income	 source	 and	 occupational	 status	 could	

impact	on	an	individual’s	level	of	attachment	to	the	workplace	and	therefore	the	

extent	 of	 their	 competency,	 and	 possession	 and	 acquisition	 of	 relevant	 work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 Age	 and	 gender	 represent	 basic	 demographic	

categories	 that	 contain	 an	 insight	 into	 how	 neoliberal	 metis	 knowledge	 is	

distributed	 across	 the	 population.	 Demographic	 and	 socio-economic	 data	

collected	 for	 respondents	 includes:	 gender,	 age,	 heritage,	 language,	 level	 of	
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education,	 housing	 status,	 Darwin	 residential	 status,	 income	 source,	 and	

occupational	status.	The	demographic	indicators	capture	an	even	distribution	of	

socio-economic	characteristics	that	represent	the	general	Indigenous	population	

of	Darwin.	

	

Due	to	methodological	scope	 I	did	not	complete	a	 full	breakdown	of	sub-group	

differentiations	 and	 variations.	 My	 methodological	 approach	 reflects	 the	

overarching	 research	 questions.	 I	 aim	 to	 discover	 what	 the	 differences	 are	

between	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 metis	 knowledge	 inherent	 within	

policy	 documents,	 and	 how	 this	 affects	 policy.	 I	 develop	 a	 general	 picture	 of	

Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 in	 order	 to	 support	 my	 overarching	 theory	 that	

metis	 knowledge	 limits	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 policy	 and	 neoliberal	 governance.	

For	 this	 reason,	 I	 develop	 broad	 themes	 from	 the	 findings	 to	 make	 them	

amenable	 to	 comparison	 with	 policy	 documents.	 That	 is,	 the	 principles	 of	

theoretical	sampling	influence	my	methodological	approach.	Interview	material	

is	selected	according	to	its	content,	rather	than	abstract	methodological	criteria,	

such	 as	 demographic	 status.	 This	means	 I	 consider	 the	 relevance	 of	 interview	

material	rather	than	its	representativeness.	In	this	case,	material	is	selected	that	

offers	greater	insight	for	developing	my	theory	that	metis	knowledge	affects	the	

limitations	of	governance	(Flick,	2009:	118).		

	

Other	limitations	linked	to	analysing	sub-group	variables	include	the	sample	size	

and	respondent	representativeness.	First,	the	interview	schedule	did	not	include	

questions	that	explicitly	asked	about	work	or	employment.	For	this	reason,	not	

all	respondents	provided	examples	of	their	experience	at	work,	meaning	not	all	
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demographic	groups	are	represented.	While	employment	was	not	a	specific	topic	

on	 the	 interview	schedule,	 35	 respondents	out	of	 a	 total	 of	43	 (81%)	 chose	 to	

articulate	their	experiences	of	living	in	mainstream	non-Indigenous	culture	with	

reference	to	of	work	and	employment.		

	

Second,	not	all	interviewees	provided	the	same	level	of	insight	into	the	nature	of	

their	 own	 or	 others’	 metis	 knowledge	 at	 work.	 Not	 all	 had	 the	 capability	 to	

reflect	 and	 articulate	 in	 sufficient	 detail.	 This	 makes	 it	 difficult	 to	 compare	

different	sub-groups	and	differentiate	between	levels	of	metis	knowledge.	Third,	

there	 are	 limits	 to	 using	 available	 demographic	 variables	 as	 measures	 of	 the	

causal	 impact	 of	 cultural	 factors	 on	 employment	 outcomes	 and	 levels	 of	metis	

knowledge.	 Variables	 such	 as	 language	 and	 Darwin	 residence	 status	 (that	 is,	

having	 grown	 up	 in	 an	 urban	 or	 remote	 context)	 can	 provide	 a	 partial	 insight	

into	 individuals’	 backgrounds	 and	 be	 used	 as	 a	 measure	 of	 culture.	 However,	

Dockery	 (2010)	 notes	 that	 measures	 of	 culture	 such	 as	 these	 are	 not	 always	

linked	 to	 a	 theoretical	 understanding	 of	what	 culture	means.	 In	 a	 study	 of	 the	

impact	 of	 levels	 of	 cultural	 attachment	 on	 Indigenous	 employment	 outcomes,	

Dockery	(2010:	11)	utilises	a	definition	of	culture	and	particular	variables	 that	

encompass	 customary	 beliefs	 and	 values	 to	 illuminate	 the	 causal	 mechanisms	

through	 which	 culture	 impacts	 on	 employment	 outcomes.	 Using	 a	 single	

measure	of	cultural	attachment	 ignores	the	multidimensional	nature	of	culture,	

and	 the	 different	 meanings	 that	 culture	 might	 have	 for	 different	 groups	 of	

Indigenous	people	(Dockery,	2010:	14).	
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4.3.2	Conceptualising	interview	data:	standpoint	theory	

This	 research	 is	 situated	 theoretically	within	 a	 cross-cultural	 context,	meaning	

knowledge	production	necessarily	occurs	across	social	and	cultural	boundaries.	I	

use	standpoint	theory	to	argue	that	interview	data	is	both	amenable	to	analysis	

and	 theorisation	 and	 for	 comparing	 the	 metis	 knowledge	 embedded	 in	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 with	 the	 metis	 knowledge	 that	

Indigenous	 people	 already	 possess.	 Standpoint	 theory	 also	 interrogates	 the	

processes	of	knowledge	production	and	my	role	as	a	theorist	in	this.	

	

The	fundamental	claims	of	standpoint	theory	are	that	social	position	and	identity	

of	 the	knower	are	epistemically	 significant	and	 that	knowledge	 is	not	 simply	a	

product	 of	 observation	 but	 is	 achieved	 by	 attempting	 to	 understand	 one’s	

experience	through	a	critical	stance	on	the	social	order	within	which	knowledge	

is	 produced	 (Pouhlhaus,	 2002:	 285).	 Standpoint	 theory’s	 conception	 of	

epistemology	 is	guided	by	an	emancipatory	 feminist	agenda,	which	argues	 that	

women	can	act	as	more	effective	agents	of	change	than	men	due	to	their	social	

position.	That	 is,	women’s	 experience	 can	 illuminate	aspects	of	male-dominant	

society	not	apparent	to	men	due	to	men’s	interest	in	maintaining	their	dominant	

status.	Drawing	on	the	Marxist	notion	of	labour,	standpoint	theory	states	that	a	

person’s	interaction	with	the	material	world	is	the	basis	for	how	one	can	know	it,	

meaning	that	those	engaged	in	different	kinds	of	labour	will	thus	know	the	world	

differently	(Poulhaus,	2002).	Indigenous	people’s	marginal	position	in	relation	to	

the	 labour	market	means	many	will	 have	 a	 particular	 perspective	 on	 it	 and	 a	

distinctive	knowledge	of	it.		
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Standpoint	constitutes	a	critical	perspective	and	a	set	of	 situated	and	objective	

knowledge	 of	 a	 certain	 phenomenon.	 Indigenous	 respondents’	 perspectives	 on	

work	and	employment	provide	an	insight	into	what	respondents	value	in	order	

to	 judge	 and	 create	 opinions	 on	 work	 and	 employment.	 This	 can	 provide	 an	

insight	into	the	kind	of	metis	knowledge	they	possess	and	what	it	is	utilised	for.	

In	this	way	interview	material	constituting	Indigenous	standpoints	can	be	used	

for	comparison	to	policy	discourses.	Interview	respondent’s	Indigenous	identity	

provides	 them	 with	 the	 ability	 to	 produce	 diverse	 knowledge	 from	 a	 certain	

standpoint.	 This	 does	 not	 mean	 that	 respondents’	 diverse	 experiences	 can	 be	

homogenised	 because	 of	 their	 common	 identity.	 Instead,	 identity	 groups	

together	 individuals	 without	 a	 common	 outlook	 or	 essence.	 Identity	 is	

understood	 as	 a	 generative	 source	 of	 meaning	 and	 meaningful	 narrative,	 it	

creates	 unifying	 frames	 for	 making	 experience	 intelligible	 and	 mapping	 the	

social	world	(Alcoff,	1999:	79).	An	implication	of	this	understanding	of	identity	is	

that	it	is	a	source	of	agency.	That	is,	subjects	are	able	to	produce	meaning,	rather	

then	 just	 perceiving	 or	 experiencing	 it.	 In	 this	 way,	 Indigenous	 peoples’	

testimony	in	relation	to	employment	is	granted	credibility	due	to	their	identity.		

	

As	 a	 privileged	 and	 non-Indigenous	 researcher,	 I	 am	 embedded	 in	 Australia’s	

colonial	 history	 and	 am	 partly	 the	 product	 of	 those	 forces.	 I	 outline	 the	

conceptual	 justification	 for	 sharing	 knowledge	 across	 diverse	 experiences	 and	

social	 locations	 and	 for	 being	 able	 to	 theorise	 without	 necessarily	 having	 an	

identity	 aligned	with	 an	 experience	 of	 oppression	 or	 disadvantage.	 Underlying	

conceptions	 of	 epistemic	 interdependence	 and	 epistemic	 agency	 allow	 me	 to	

contribute	to	making	standpoints.		



	
	

160	

	

A	principal	assertion	of	standpoint	theory	is	that	social	identity	affects	who	can	

know	 and	 what	 they	 can	 know.	 Underlying	 this	 claim	 are	 assumptions	 about	

epistemic	 interdependence	 and	 the	 relational	 nature	 of	 epistemic	 agency.	This	

points	to	important	methodological	implications	and	possibilities	for	gaining	and	

producing	knowledge.	Specifically,	this	conception	of	epistemology	eschews	the	

strict	 distinction	 between	 subjectivity	 and	 objectivity	 found	 in	 strict	 empirical	

scientific	projects	of	producing	knowledge.	Standpoint	 theorist	Sandra	Harding	

(1993)	argues	that	traditional	conceptions	of	objectivity	are	‘weak’,	meaning	the	

idea	of	a	universal,	detached,	rational	observer	who	can	know	from	any	position	

and	is	completely	neutral	is	unrealistic.	Instead,	there	is	a	need	to	investigate	the	

interests	 that	 drive	 the	 knowledge	 produced	 in	 order	 to	move	 toward	 ‘strong	

objectivity’	 (Harding,	 1993).	 This	 is	 achieved	 through	 analysing	 the	 interests,	

materialities,	presuppositions	or	constitutive	effects	of	situation	and	the	effect	of	

subjectivity	on	knowledge	production	(Code,	2006:	63).		

	

This	argument	implies	that	knowing	and	gaining	knowledge	is	social.	Empiricists	

argue	that	objects	of	knowledge	are	separate	from	knowers	and	that	they	remain	

unchanging	 and	 separate	 and	 do	 not	 affect	 each	 other	 (Code,	 1991:	 32).	

Standpoint’s	task	of	knowing	other	people	departs	from	a	strict	empiricist	model	

by	 taking	 into	 account	 the	 combination	 of	 both	 subjectivity	 and	 objectivity	 in	

knowledge	 production.	 In	 knowing	 other	 people,	 human	 behaviour	 cannot	 be	

conflated	 with	 other	 observational	 data.	 Humans	 are	 subjects,	 meaning	 the	

observer	affects	the	observed	in	the	process	of	interaction	and	observation,	so	in	

knowing	other	people	a	knower’s	subjectivity	is	implicated	(Code,	1991:	34).		
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This	project	of	knowing	other	people	assumes	a	model	of	epistemic	agency	based	

on	a	relational	model	of	personhood.	This	rejects	claims	that	knowledge	should	

be	an	individual	project	based	on	a	notion	of	an	autonomous	cognitive	agent	who	

can	 know	 their	 environment	 by	 their	 own	unaided	 efforts,	 uncontaminated	 by	

the	 influence	 of	 testimony	 or	 opinion	 (Code,	 1991:	 71).	 Autonomy	 implies	 the	

exercise	 of	 free	 will	 of	 a	 rational,	 self-conscious	 agent,	 closely	 aligned	 with	

individualism	and	an	individualistic	conception	of	personhood	(Code,	1991:	74).	

The	notion	of	epistemic	agency	within	a	social	project	of	knowing	is	predicated	

on	the	idea	of	persons	as	‘second	persons’.	That	is,	people	develop	their	sense	of	

personhood	and	capacity	to	know	through	their	interaction	with	others	and	are	

dependent	on	others'	acknowledgment	of	them	as	an	epistemic	agent	in	order	to	

develop	and	exercise	epistemic	agency	(Code,	1991).		

	

A	consequence	of	this	relational	view	of	epistemic	agency,	which	conceptualises	

individuals	 as	 socially	 constituted	 knowers,	 is	 that	 knowers	 are	 epistemically	

dependent	 on	 their	 interactions	with	 others.	 This	 implies	 that	 knowledge	 and	

knowing	needs	 to	be	corroborated	and	that	 individuals	can	know	beyond	their	

personal	grasp	of	the	evidence.	That	is,	a	standpoint	has	to	be	produced;	it	is	not	

just	 a	 reflection	 of	 experience.	 It	 requires	 the	 convergence	 of	 experience	 to	

critically	 analyse	accepted	positions	and	arguments	 (Nakata,	2007:	214).	 For	a	

standpoint	to	be	critical	it	needs	to	be	justifiable	to	a	community	and	is	therefore	

a	communal	project.	My	experience	conducting	many	of	the	interviews	brought	

me	closer	to	understanding	the	perspectives	of	the	respondents	and	helped	me	

to	develop	standpoints	in	this	way.	
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Additionally,	because	a	standpoint	is	not	equal	to	a	social	position	but	is	rather	

an	engagement	with	the	kinds	of	questions	found	there,	persons	from	different	

positions	 in	 society	may	participate	 in	moving	 from	 these	questions	 to	 forge	 a	

critical	 standpoint	 (Poulhaus,	 2002:	287).	Articulating	 this	point	 from	within	 a	

feminist	perspective,	Poulhaus	argues	that	‘Feminist	standpoint	can	grow	out	of	

the	 diverse	 experiences	 of	women,	 for	 if	 the	 social	 positions	 of	women	do	not	

prevent	them	from	theorizing	about	the	oppressions	facing	women	as	a	diverse	

social	 group,	 the	 social	 positions	 of	 men	 ought	 not	 to	 prevent	 them	 from	

theorizing	about	the	oppressions	of	women’	(Poulhaus,	2002:	288).	Pels	(1996)	

argues	 that	 theorising	 constructs	 and	 validates	 experience,	 as	 it	 provides	 an	

alienative	 methodology	 and	 mode	 of	 distanciation	 that	 is	 accessible	 for	 all	

subjects	 of	 rational	 or	 emancipatory	 good	 will.	 This	 means	 that	 through	 a	

reading	of	standpoint	theory	that	emphasises	the	multiple	and	fluid	identities	of	

the	 theorist,	 someone	 from	a	privileged	position	 in	society	can	create	a	critical	

standpoint	(Pels,	1996).		

	

Understood	in	this	way,	standpoint	is	a	form	of	analysis,	a	discursive	production	

and	an	 intellectual	device	used	to	highlight	previously	 ignored	issues.	This	also	

provides	 theoretical	 space	 for	 theorists	 like	 myself	 –	 who	 are	 not	 directly	

experiencing	 inequality	 –	 to	 contribute	 to	 knowledge	production.	According	 to	

this	 theory,	 interview	 material	 is	 not	 regarded	 as	 just	 an	 opportunity	 for	

gathering	 information	 but	 rather	 as	 an	 instance	 in	 which	 knowledge	 is	

constructed.		
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While	 standpoint	 contains	 methodological	 possibilities,	 it	 contains	 some	

limitations	 and	 presumptions.	 Standpoint	 has	 been	 accused	 of	 epistemological	

relativism	 because	 of	 its	 rejection	 of	 the	 strict	 binary	 between	 objective	 and	

subjective	knowledge	and	for	treating	all	knowledge	as	equally	valid	(Moreton-

Robinson,	 2006:	 335;	 Wolfe,	 1996:	 99).	 Standpoint	 theory	 conceptualises	

knowing	 as	 something	 that	 occurs	 within	 particular	 social	 contexts,	 implying	

relativism	(Poulhaus,	2002:	286).	A	second	criticism	of	standpoint	 theory	 is	 its	

emphasis	 on	 the	 shared	 perspectives	 and	 uniform	 experience	 of	 a	 group	 as	 a	

source	 of	 standpoints,	 which	 is	 countered	 by	 the	 truism	 that	 no	 group	 has	

completely	homogenous	views	(Alcoff,	1999:	82;	Wolfe,	1996:	101).		

	

The	 conditions	 for	 epistemic	 interdependence	 underlying	 standpoint	 theory	

provide	licence	for	myself	as	a	member	of	a	dominant	and	privileged	group	to	be	

involved	in	the	process	of	developing	critical	standpoints.	However,	I	inevitably	

define	 and	 evaluate	 problems	 according	 to	 my	 own	 limited	 perspective.	

Evaluating	 and	 correcting	 this	 view	 involves	 incorporating	 the	 standpoints	 of	

those	who	are	marginalised	(Wolfe,	1996:	100).	However,	Paradies	(2006:	360)	

argues	 that	 making	 Indigenous	 identity	 synonymous	 with	 marginality	 and	

associating	 this	 with	 privileged	 access	 to	 social	 truths,	 leads	 to	 uncritical	

acceptance	 of	 the	 views	 and	 opinions	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 about	 Indigenous	

issues.	 It	 is	 argued	 that	 this	 is	 upheld	 by	 non-Indigenous	 attempts	 to	mitigate	

their	own	privilege	(Paradies,	2006:	361).		

	

In	 this	 way,	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	 me,	 as	 a	 non-Indigenous	 theorist	 to	 exercise	

reflexivity	by	declaring	my	own	privilege	and	avoiding	relativism	by	recognising	
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the	 intersectional	 nature	 of	 identities.	 As	 a	 non-Indigenous	 researcher	 I	 am	

partly	the	product	of	and	embedded	in	a	larger	framework	of	Australian	history	

and	 culture,	 including	 colonisation.	 I	 was	 raised	 in	 an	 educated,	 middle-class	

household	 and	 situated	 within	 a	 non-Indigenous	 cultural	 milieu	 in	 southern	

Australia.	 I	 was	 raised	 with	 a	 strong	 emphasis	 on	 education	 and	 eventual	

employment,	 while	 being	 encouraged	 to	 think	 about	 work	 in	 terms	 of	 a	

professional	 career,	 rather	 than	 just	 a	 means	 to	 an	 end.	 My	 own	 view	 and	

valuation	of	work	therefore	aligns	closely	with	mainstream	conceptions	of	work	

and	 labour.	 Understanding	 and	 analysing	 interviewees’	 perspectives	 on	 work	

forced	me	to	recognise	and	confront	elements	of	my	own	perspective	on	work.	I	

address	this	by	both	making	a	conscious	effort	to	withhold	value	judgements	and	

combining	a	comparative	and	critical	approach	to	analysing	the	two	sets	of	data.		

	

Reflexivity	is	also	built	into	my	analysis,	as	I	critique	the	mainstream	conceptions	

of	work	and	 labour	and	 the	discourses	and	 ideologies	underlying	 them.	Taking	

such	 a	 critical	 perspective	 scrutinises	 the	 established	 ways	 of	 thinking	 that	

policy	 practices	 are	 based	 on	 (Bacchi,	 2009:	 39).	 This	 also	 avoids	 reproducing	

essentialist	discourses	about	Indigenous	people	which	deny	their	autonomy	and	

extend	control	over	 them	(Attwood	and	Arnold,	1992),	Disciplinary	knowledge	

created	 by	 ‘experts’	 has	 also	 shaped	 the	 way	 Indigenous	 people	 are	

problematised	 by	 the	 state	 and	 often	 represents	 them	 as	 the	 objects	 of	

knowledge.	 Transcending	 and	 critiquing	 the	 problematisations	 and	

representations	 that	 create	 a	 discourse	 of	 deficient	 Indigenous	 subjectivities	

requires	practising	reflexivity.		
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4.3.3	Analysing	interview	data:	thematic	analysis	
	

A	central	premise	of	this	research	is	that	employment	policy	which	attempts	to	

change	 Indigenous	 individuals’	subjectivities	and	 identities	 is	 ineffective	due	to	

differing	Indigenous	orientations	to	work.	Interviews	conducted	with	Indigenous	

residents	 of	 Darwin	 revealed	 their	 experiences	 at	 work	 or	 finding	 work.	 The	

stories	relayed	 in	the	 interviews	 indicated	that	many	respondents	comprehend	

work	 differently	 and	 desire	 to	 work,	 while	 on	 the	 other	 hand	 there	 was	 a	

rejection	of	 efforts	 to	make	 them	adopt	 the	habits,	 skills	 and	metis	 knowledge	

necessary	to	become	‘work-ready’.	A	significant	factor	influencing	the	analysis	of	

the	 data	 is	 the	 spontaneity	 of	 interview	 material	 relating	 to	 work	 and	

employment.	 The	 interview	 schedule	 did	 not	 contain	 any	 explicit	 questions	

about	 individuals’	 orientations	 to	 work	 and	 instead	 aimed	 to	 capture	

respondents’	perspectives	on	 race	 relations	and	mainstream	Australian	society	

in	general.	Despite	this	many	respondents	discussed	experiences	related	to	work	

and	employment.	This	signifies	that	the	Australian	state’s	emphasis	on	work	and	

employment	 and	 its	 attempts	 at	 increasing	 employment	 did	 impact	 on	 many	

respondents’	daily	 lives.	 I	analyse	these	perspectives	on	work	and	employment	

using	 a	 theoretical	 framework	 that	 seeks	 to	 explain	 the	 limits	 of	 governance	

according	to	the	concept	of	the	metis	knowledge.		

	

Analysing	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 interview	 respondents	 understand	 and	 describe	

their	 experiences	 at	work	 requires	 a	phenomenological-informed	 framework.	 I	

use	the	concept	of	orientations	to	work	to	examine	the	relationship	between	the	
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economy	and	culture	in	terms	of	attitudinal	factors	includes	analysing	the	values,	

motivations,	 capacities,	 and	 intercultural	 dynamics	 that	 drive	 behaviour	 in	

relation	 to	 work	 (Moran,	 2009:	 3).	 Watson	 (2002:	 117)	 defines	 the	 notion	 of	

orientation	to	work	as	the	meaning	that	individuals	impose	on	their	work,	which	

influences	the	way	they	think	and	behave	in	regard	to	work.	This	recognises	that	

people	may	approach	work	 in	different	ways	depending	on	 factors	 such	as	 the	

social	 or	 economic	 value	 it	 has	 for	 them.	 That	 is,	 people	 might	 be	 directed	

towards	 certain	 careers	 by	 their	 individual	 skills,	 choice	 and	 initiative	 or	 they	

may	 be	 driven	 by	 their	 economic	 and	 social	 milieu	 such	 as	 the	 availability	 of	

options,	 social	 class,	 family	 background,	 culture	 and	 race.	 Uncovering	

orientations	 to	 work	 often	 involves	 investigating	 the	 factors	 that	 encourage	

people	to	work	or	not	(Arthur,	1999).	

	

I	utilise	expressions	of	individual-level	attitudes,	values	and	motives	to	approach	

a	 representation	of	 interview	respondents’	metis	knowledge.	These	provide	an	

insight	 into	 the	 shared	 schemas	 that	 interview	 respondents	 use	 to	 represent	

empirical	reality	and	its	causal	relationships.	Respondents’	perspectives	on	work	

are	descriptions	of	the	outcome	of	their	negotiations	of	their	experiences	there.	

Interview	respondents’	experiences	and	perspectives	on	work	and	employment	

provide	 access	 to	 knowledge	 and	 meaning-making.	 Respondents’	 metis	

knowledge	represents	all	 the	practical	strategies	 they	make	use	of	 to	negotiate	

their	experiences	and	guide	how	and	why	they	choose	to	interact	with	others	in	

ways	they	consider	useful	for	serving	particular	goals	(Yardley	et	al.,	2013:	116).		
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That	 is,	 respondents	 express	 their	 individual-level	 dispositions	 to	 understand	

contexts	in	certain	way	and	respond	using	know-how	in	a	way	they	understand	

to	 be	 rational	 and	 ethical.	 In	 this	 way,	 I	 operationalise	 the	 concept	 of	 metis	

knowledge	as	an	observable	subjective	component	of	social	action.	I	look	to	how	

social	action	is	enabled	or	not,	rather	than	why.	My	methodological	concern	is	to	

understand	 the	 social	world	 as	 an	 interactional	 production	 of	meaning,	 rather	

than	solely	a	cultural	analysis	that	seeks	to	identify	the	hidden	causes	of	action	in	

meaning,	culture	or	structure	(Levinson,	2005:	61).	

	

I	 use	 a	 thematic	 analysis	 of	 interview	 data	 to	 access	 respondents’	 metis	

knowledge.	 Interview	 respondents’	 judgements	 and	 opinions	 of	 work	 and	

employment	in	particular	provide	access	to	an	insight	into	their	values	and	metis	

knowledge.	 Metis	 knowledge	 is	 goal-centred,	 meaning	 it	 is	 oriented	 towards	

performing	 any	 particular	 action	 deliberately	 and	 successfully	 in	 any	 given	

environment.	That	is,	it	entails	a	form	of	problem	solving	about	what	it	takes	to	

be	 successful	 in	 an	 endeavour	 and	 how	 the	 structure	 of	 any	 given	 situation	

imposes	 requirements	 for	 specific	 kinds	 of	 expertise	 (Kiel,	 2005:	 149).	 Goals	

themselves	 are	 linked	 to	 broader	 societal	 values	 defined	 by	 particular	 groups,	

meaning	one’s	actions	and	therefore	metis	knowledge	is	in	some	way	influenced	

by	one’s	values	and	is	thus	observable	through	interview	responses.		

	

Developing	a	set	of	 inductive	codes	to	discern	patterns	 in	the	data	 is	central	 to	

conducting	 a	 thematic	 analysis.	 I	 reduced	 the	 large	 amount	 of	 data	 produced	

through	interview	transcripts	to	a	more	manageable	amount	for	closer	analysis	

that	 dealt	 more	 explicitly	 with	 employment,	 using	 Nvivo	 data	 management	
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software.	 The	 rule	 for	 coding	 text	 according	 to	 this	 master	 code	 ‘Work	 and	

employment’	was	 designed	 to	 cover	 any	material	 related	 to	 employment.	 This	

approach	 to	 coding	was	 treated	as	 factual;	 it	 included	any	stories,	perceptions,	

and	 keywords	 relating	 to	 respondents’	 experiences	 at	work	 and	 finding	work.	

This	code	was	created	to	be	deliberately	broad	and	simple	in	order	to	capture	as	

much	relevant	material	as	possible.	

	

A	separate	number	of	codes	were	developed	to	further	analyse	the	data	collected	

under	 the	 large	master	 code.	 These	 codes	 identified	 the	 categories,	 consistent	

patterns,	 themes	 and	 phenomena	 that	 indicated	 how	 employment	 and	 finding	

work	was	understood	and	what	sort	of	metis	knowledge	accompanied	this.	Key	

concepts	such	as	the	moral	economy,	reciprocity,	and	demand	sharing	(Peterson,	

1993;	Peterson	and	Taylor,	2003)	informed	the	development	of	the	themes	that	

guided	 analysis.	 Underlying	 these	 concepts	 is	 the	 notion	 that	 economic	 values	

including	 reciprocity	 and	 an	 ethic	 of	 generosity	 influence	 Indigenous	

conceptions	of	work	and	are	oriented	towards	maintaining	social	relationships.	

Accordingly,	the	codes	were	topical	in	nature,	aiming	to	be	both	descriptive	and	

interpretative	and	were	developed	to	show	how	work	is	understood	holistically	

in	relation	to	other	aspects	of	life.	Because	of	this,	the	categories	were	designed	

to	 capture	 statements	 that	 demonstrate	 how	 interview	 respondents	

conceptualised	 work,	 working,	 the	 workplace,	 finding	 work,	 and	 the	

relationships	 engaged	 in	 at	 work	 from	 the	 perspective	 of	 the	moral	 economy,	

reciprocity	and	demand	sharing.	Metis	knowledge	is	a	main	theory	driving	data	

analysis	 coupled	 with	 the	 key	 concepts	 described	 above.	 Metis	 knowledge	

applies	 to	 social	 interaction,	 meaning	 there	 is	 a	 particular	 amount	 of	 metis	
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knowledge	 involved	 in	 interacting	 competently	with	others	 in	 the	workplace.	 I	

looked	 for	 examples	 of	 how	 respondents	 conceptualised	 their	 experiences,	

reactions	and	understandings	of	work	at	the	level	of	everyday	interactions.		

	

The	 relative	 frequency	 of	 use	 for	 each	 category	 is	 listed	 to	 show	 how	 many	

relevant	portions	of	text	derived	from	the	master	node	‘work	and	employment’	

were	identified	and	how	often	each	was	used.	However,	quantifying	the	codes	by	

frequency	does	not	indicate	how	long	or	short	each	of	piece	of	text	is,	nor	does	it	

indicate	 their	 relative	 significance.	 All	 of	 the	 categories	 were	 used	 to	 varying	

degrees.	Taken	 together	 they	build	a	general	picture	of	 interview	respondents’	

orientations	to	work.		

	

The	theme	‘experience	with	services	providers’	details	respondents’	involvement	

with	 job	 service	 providers	 who	 are	 funded	 through	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy.	 This	 category	 was	 not	 used	 heavily,	 as	 the	 research	 focuses	 on	 more	

general	 experiences	 at	 work	 rather	 than	 the	 relative	 performance	 of	

organisations	themselves.	The	sub-themes	are	comprised	of	each	of	the	different	

service	 providers	 that	 respondents	 had	 direct	 experience	with	 and	mentioned	

throughout	interviews:	

	

Table	2.	Experience	with	service	providers	

‘Experience	with	services	
providers’		
	

Description	 Frequency	

‘CDEP’	 The	Community	Development	
Employment	Program	was	the	
main	government	Indigenous	
employment	program	up	til	2013	
	

8	

‘INPEX’	 A	large-scale	construction	project	 5	
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in	Darwin	that	employed	many	
Indigenous	people	
	

‘Iron	Bark’	 An	Indigenous	employment	
program	which	is	designed	to	
deliver	outcomes	according	to	the	
Closing	the	Gap	policy	framework	
	

4	

‘job	find’	 The	Australian	Federal	
Government’s	main	employment	
agency	and	services	many	
Indigenous	people	
	

10	

‘Karen	Sheldon’	 A	Northern	Territory–based	
employment	program	that	
specialises	in	Indigenous	
employment	
	

9	

	

	

‘Finding	 work’	 is	 another	 main	 theme	 that	 collects	 text	 fragments	 relating	 to	

respondents’	stories	of	attempting	to	find	work.	The	sub-themes	were	developed	

inductively	and	aim	to	reflect	the	different	ways	respondents	described	looking	

for	work	and	their	explanations	for	the	difficulty	or	ease	of	finding	work.	Factors	

such	 as	 racial	 discrimination,	 the	 impact	 of	 family	 obligations	 and	 the	

importance	of	education	were	anticipated	responses.	However,	 the	 recourse	 to	

individualistic	 explanations	 for	 failure	 was	 unexpected,	 given	 the	 many	

structural	 barriers	 that	 Indigenous	 people	 face.	 Many	 respondents	 stated	 that	

individual	 responsibility	 or	 motivation	 was	 a	 significant	 factor	 for	 explaining	

high	levels	of	unemployment.	

	

Table	3.	Finding	Work	

‘Finding	Work’	 Description	 Frequency	
‘Benefits	of	Indigenous	
identified	positions’	

Descriptions	of	the	usefulness	and	
approval	for	job	positions	set	aside	
for	Indigenous	people	
	

4	

‘downplaying	Indigenous	
identity	in	order	to	get	

Concealing	one’s	identity	out	of	
fear	for	negative	repercussions	on	

2	
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ahead’	 one’s	job	prospects	
	

‘drug	and	alcohol	problems’	 Addictions	to	alcohol	or	drugs	as	a	
reason	for	people’s	inability	to	find	
or	hold	a	job	
	

11	

‘family	obligations	impeding	
job	searching’	

Prioritising	looking	after	family	
rather	than	searching	for	a	job	and	
the	impacts	of	this	on	job	search	
success	
	

9	

‘family	support	for	finding	
work’	

Family	members	helping	or	
encouraging	people	to	find	or	
continue	to	work	
	

13	

‘frustrations	with	
bureaucratic	procedures’	

Expressions	of	annoyance	directed	
towards	government	bureaucracy	
for	slowing	down	or	obstructing	
individuals’	ability	to	find	work	
	

6	

‘the	difficulty	of	finding	
work	for	Darwin	locals’	

A	perception	that	out-of-towners	
were	being	prioritised	for	jobs	over	
Darwin	locals	
	

5	

‘the	importance	of	
education’	

Doing	well	in	school	as	a	key	factor	
in	successfully	finding	work	
	

23	

‘The	importance	of	each	
individual’s	motivation	for	
success’	

People	need	to	want	to	succeed	in	
the	first	place	in	order	to	find	work		

4	

‘individual’s	responsibility	
for	finding	a	job’	

Individual	factors	such	as	
motivation	or	responsibility	are	the	
main	reasons	why	some	people	are	
unemployed	or	cannot	find	work	
		

13	

‘the	role	of	discrimination’	 Racism	and	other	forms	of	
discrimination	partly	explain	low	
levels	of	employment	amongst	
Indigenous	people	
	

17	

‘rorting	of	Indigenous	
identified	positions’	

Non-Indigenous	people	fill	Jobs	set	
aside	for	Indigenous	people	
	

5	

‘the	importance	of	having	
good	networks	and	
connections’	

Social	capital	as	an	important	
resource	for	finding	work	and	a	key	
explanation	for	low	levels	of	
Indigenous	employment		
	

6	

	

	

The	 theme	 ‘Indigenous	 workplaces’	 collects	 responses	 from	 interview	

respondents	who	had	experience	working	 in	workplaces	where	the	majority	of	

employees	 are	 Indigenous.	 This	 theme	 and	 the	 sub-themes	 are	 also	 inductive.	
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Respondents	provided	examples	of	working	in	Indigenous	workplaces	as	a	way	

of	contrasting	their	experiences	working	in	mainstream	working	environments.	

Descriptions	 of	 Indigenous	 workplaces	 provide	 a	 useful	 set	 of	 examples	 that	

demonstrate	Indigenous	perspectives	on	work	and	their	preferences	in	relation	

to	it.		

	

Table	4.	Indigenous	Workplaces	

‘Indigenous	Workplaces’	 Description	 Frequency	
‘the	ability	to	have	a	laugh’	 Indigenous	workplaces	are	informal,	

relaxed	and	allow	people	to	be	
themselves	and	share	humour		
	

3	

‘low	sense	of	urgency’	 Indigenous	workplaces	have	relaxed	
atmosphere	and	are	not	driven	by	
deadlines		
	

2	

‘preference	for	Indigenous	
workplaces’	

Statements	that	express	a	desire	to	
work	with	other	Indigenous	people,	
over	other	workplaces	that	have	a	
majority	non-Indigenous	workforce	
	

13	

‘the	recognition	of	cultural	
obligations’		

Indigenous	workforces	are	more	
sympathetic	to	cultural	obligations	
like	funerals	and	family	obligations	
	

4	

	

	

The	 ‘meaning	 of	work’	 theme	 collates	 statements	 relating	 to	 how	 respondents	

described	 work,	 what	 it	 meant	 to	 them,	 and	 how	 they	 felt	 about	 it.	 Different	

issues	 are	 included	 in	 this	 theme	 to	 cover	 the	 variety	 of	 experiences	 and	

meanings	 attached	 to	 work	 described	 by	 respondents.	 I	 also	 included	

respondents’	perceptions	of	what	it	takes	to	become	prepared	for	work	and	the	

potential	 impacts	 of	 work.	 Including	 these	 statements	 contributes	 to	 a	 more	

holistic	picture	of	work	and	its	interrelatedness	with	other	aspects	of	life.	Wages	
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and	other	motivations	to	work	are	also	included	to	represent	the	factors	driving	

respondents	to	work	or	not.		

	

Table	5.	Meaning	of	work	

‘Meaning	of	Work’	 Description	 Frequency	
‘attempting	to	balance	
family	and	work’	

Difficulties	associated	with	managing	
family	and	work	obligations		
	

26	

‘ideas	for	one’s	career	
trajectory’	

Respondents’	aspirations	for	future	
work	and	how	they	imagine	their	
ideal	work		
	

21	

‘the	economic	potential	for	
Indigenous	people’	

Indigenous	people	can	take	
advantage	of	unique	business	
opportunities	available	to	them	
	

8	

‘emotions	and	feelings	at	
work’	

Situations	that	aroused	particular	
feelings	
	

7	

‘the	foreignness	of	concept	
of	work’	

Discussions	about	how	modern,	
mainstream	ideas	of	work	are	
different	to	traditional	Indigenous	
society	
	

11	

‘the	necessity	to	be	
socialised	for	work’	

Being	prepared	for	work	involves	
learning	practical	social	skills	for	
work	while	at	work,	having	parents	
who	work	or	being	encouraged	to	
work	by	family.	These	abilities	are	
important	for	becoming	employed	
	

34	

‘work	as	a	source	of	self-
esteem’	

Being	employed	could	improve	one’s	
self-image	and	make	one	feel	happier	
		

10	

‘the	‘whiteness’	of	work’	 Work	is	often	viewed	as	a	white	or	
non-Indigenous	institution.	Being	
employed	can	be	perceived	to	make	
one	less	Indigenous	
	

21	

‘work	as	affecting	people’s	
attitudes	negatively’	

The	income	from	work	can	make	
people	selfish	and	lose	their	family	
values	
	

8	

‘work	and	identity’	 The	extent	to	which	one’s	occupation	
forms	a	part	of	one’s	sense	of	self	
and	identity	
	

6	

‘work	as	a	means	for	self-
sufficiency’	

Work	is	important	because	it	provide	
independence	and	the	means	to	
survive	
	

9	

‘work	as	a	lower	priority	
than	family’	

Family	obligations	and	spending	
time	with	family	are	prioritised	over	
spending	time	at	work	

23	
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‘being	employed	but	cash	
poor’	

Difficultly	saving	wages	due	to	the	
constant	obligation	to	share	them	
with	family	members	
	

2	

‘working	to	support	
family’		

Work	is	valued	insofar	as	it	provides	
material	benefits	that	allow	one	to	
support	their	family	
	

12	

	

	

‘Non-Indigenous	 workplaces’	 collects	 statements	 made	 about	 respondents’	

experiences	of	working	 in	mainstream	working	environments.	The	 sub-themes	

aim	 to	 capture	 both	 negative	 and	 positive	 perceptions	 to	 demonstrate	 how	

respondents	 implicitly	 contrasted	 and	 compared	mainstream	workplaces	with	

the	 Indigenous	 values	 that	 informed	 their	 experiences	 of	 it.	 The	 sub-themes	

demonstrate	 the	 mismatches	 between	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 the	

behavioural	and	metis	requirements	of	mainstream	work.	The	sub-theme	–	‘the	

interference	 of	 cultural	 laws’	 –	 was	 included	 initially,	 but	 was	 not	 deemed	

significant	due	to	its	low	frequency	of	occurrence.		

	

	

	

Table	6.	Non-Indigenous	workplaces	

‘Non-Indigenous	
Workplaces’	

Description	 Frequency	

the	distinction	between	
the	workplace	and	
culture	practised	at	
home’	

Cultural	practices	reinforce	the	
distinction	between	‘work’	and	
‘home’.	The	idea	of	keeping	‘work’	as	a	
separate	sphere	of	life	can	be	difficult	
to	maintain	
	

19	

‘the	desire	for	more	
cultural	awareness’	

Appreciation	for	cultural	awareness	
programs	and	their	effectiveness	
means	there	is	a	need	to	increase	the	
frequency	of	these	programs	
	

12	

‘difficulty	in	 Language	barriers,	low	levels	of	 25	
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communicating	with	non-
Indigenous	employees’	

English,	or	differing	cultural	norms	
complicate	communication	and	
bonding	with	non-Indigenous	
workmates	
	

‘feeling	insulted	at	work’	 Experiences	in	which	respondents	felt	
that	 they	 were	 being	 belittled,	
discredited	 or	 misunderstood	 that	
caused	offence	
	

13	

‘the	non-recognition	of	
cultural	commitments’	

Non-Indigenous	workplaces	do	not	
accommodate	important	cultural	
commitments	
	

7	

‘positive	behaviours	and	
encouragement’	

Appreciation	for	instances	in	which	
non-Indigenous	co-workers	or	
workplaces	made	respondents	feel	
supported	and	encouraged	
	

6	

‘experiences	of	racism’	 Stories	of	occurrences	of	racism	at	
work,	either	through	insults	or	
discrimination	
	

9	

‘selfish	behaviour	of	
colleagues’	

A	perception	that	non-Indigenous	
workers	only	work	to	better	
themselves	and	their	career	chances,	
at	the	expense	of	others	
		

9	

‘seriousness	of	
workplaces’	

Non-Indigenous	workplaces	could	be	
officious,	overly	concerned	with	time	
constraints	or	the	quality	of	work	and	
interactions	could	be	impersonal	and	
mean	
		

17	

‘feelings	of	shame	and	
shamejob’	

The	term	‘shame’	is	used	in	the	
Indigenous-English	sense	of	the	word	
to	mean	shyness	or	a	fear	of	making	a	
mistake	and	being	singled	out	in	front	
of	others.	The	terms	were	used	
frequently	
	

28	

‘Clash	with	dominant	
notions	of	work	time’		

Difficulties	associated	with	adapting	
to	ordering	one’s	behaviour	according	
to	time	order	by	a	clock,	finishing	
tasks	according	to	deadlines	and	
rosters		
	

11	

‘the	clash	between	
personal	and	impersonal	
workplace	relations’	

Respondents	described	the	kinds	of	
relationships	entered	into	at	work	as	
being	cold	and	unsympathetic	to	
personal	needs	and	feelings	
	

9	

‘Difficult	communication	
with	co-workers’	

This	sub-theme	aims	to	capture	
statements	that	describe	the	
interactions	with	non-Indigenous	co-
workers.	It	highlights	also	the	
dynamic	of	misunderstanding	arising	
from	miscommunication	and	the	
consequences	of	this	

25	
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‘Bosses’	 Respondents	often	discussed	their	

relationships	with	their	bosses.	The	
way	that	respondents	understand	
relationships	shaped	by	hierarchy	
provides	an	insight	into	the	kinds	of	
metis	knowledge	used	for	social	
interaction	at	work,	and	how	it	might	
differ	to	mainstream	metis	
knowledge.		
	

27	

4.3.3.1	Moving	from	particular	to	general	themes	
	

I	 created	 three	 major	 themes	 through	 the	 process	 of	 developing	 and	

implementing	 the	 categories	 and	 sub-themes	described	 above.	 Summarising	 in	

this	way	emphasises	the	most	prominent	and	relevant	features	of	respondents’	

experiences	of	 and	perspectives	on	work	and	allowed	 for	 smaller	details	 to	be	

used	to	support	more	general	theorisations.	While	some	sub-themes	were	more	

significant	 than	 others,	 all	 contributed	 to	 a	 broader	 picture	 of	 Indigenous	

perspectives	 on	 work	 and	 employment.	 When	 combined	 and	 observed	 in	

relation	 to	 one	 another,	 each	 of	 the	 sub-themes	 tended	 to	 highlight	 the	

interactional	 elements	 of	 mainstream	 employment	 framed	 in	 terms	 of	 social	

interaction,	values	and	behavioural	norms.	Sub	themes	from	the	‘non-Indigenous	

workplaces’	theme	were	most	significant	in	exemplifying	this.		

	

The	 three	 major	 themes	 aim	 to	 reflect	 respondents’	 emphasis	 on	 the	

interactional	 aspects	 of	 mainstream	 work	 and	 employment.	 Mainstream	

employment	as	an	impersonal	and	instrumental	institution	is	the	first	key	theme	

that	reflects	this.	Respondents	tended	to	emphasise	the	way	they	navigated	the	

relationships	they	encountered,	such	as	with	bosses,	co-workers,	and	the	sense	

of	 impersonality	 in	 mainstream	 workplaces.	 The	 second	 major	 theme	 is	 an	



	
	

177	

extension	 of	 the	 first	 and	 represents	 respondents’	 difficulty	 altering	 their	

behaviour	 to	 conform	 to	 the	 demands	 of	 mainstream	 employment	 and	 the	

disciplining	 effects	 of	 clock	 time.	 For	 example,	 understandings	 of	 time	 are	 an	

important	indicator	of	respondents’	attitudes	to	employment	and	the	repertoire	

of	metis	 knowledge	 they	 are	 required	 to	 use	 to	 become	 competent	 and	work-

ready.	The	third	major	theme	discusses	individualistic	and	anonymous	forms	of	

money.	 Several	 sub-themes	 express	 the	 economic	 value	 of	 working,	 namely	

wages,	 and	 also	 the	 broader	 value	 that	 work	 holds	 for	 individuals.	 The	 clash	

between	 forms	 of	 economic	 value	 that	 support	 individualist	 accumulation	 or	

reciprocity	 is	 described	 using	 the	 example	 of	 money.	 Finally,	 the	 ‘shame’	 and	

‘shamejob’	 category	 captured	 statements	 that	 reveal	 the	 implications	 of	 the	

mismatch	 between	 different	 sets	 of	 metis	 knowledge.	 The	 notion	 of	 ‘shame’,	

signifying	shyness	at	work,	became	its	own	theme,	as	it	encapsulated	a	variety	of	

emotional	responses	to	mainstream	work	that	arise	as	a	result	of	the	mismatch	

between	 different	 sets	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 relating	 to	 the	 interactional	

characteristics	of	work.		

	

	

4.4	Policy	Documents	

	

4.4.1	Selecting	documents	

	

Analysing	 Australian	 federal	 and	 Northern	 Territory	 government	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	documents	enables	an	examination	of	the	forms	of	assumed	
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metis	 knowledge	 within	 the	 work-readiness	 discourse.	 Doing	 this	 involves	

uncovering	 the	 kinds	 of	 knowledges	 that	 shape	 the	 Australian	 state’s	

expectations	and	demands	for	Indigenous	employment	and	how	the	state	inserts	

these	knowledges	into	arrangements	for	governing	urban	Indigenous	subjects	in	

relation	to	labour	market	participation.	These	aims	shape	the	development	of	the	

selection	 criteria	 and	 how	 it	 is	 used,	 both	 conceptually	 and	 practically.	 In	

particular,	it	aims	to	create	a	sample	of	policy	documents	relating	to	Indigenous	

employment	 that	 is	 intended	 to	 be	 representative	 of	 how	 Australian	

governments	 create	 and	 sustain	 a	 work-readiness	 discourse.	 Documents	 are	

chosen	 to	 showcase	 how	 federal	 and	 territory	 level	 governments	 represent	

work-readiness	 to	 the	public.	 For	 this	 reason	 accessibility	 and	 availability	 to	 a	

public	 audience	 are	 key	 criteria	 for	 choosing	 the	documents.	They	 signify	how	

certain	 values	 and	 knowledges	 are	 disseminated	 and	 normalised	 and	 how	

discourses	 are	 constructed.	 The	 selection	 criteria	 focuses	 and	 structured	 the	

sampling	frame.	It	was	developed	while	policy	documents	were	scoped.	A	large	

number	 of	 policy	 documents	 exist	 which	 could	 have	 been	 analysed.	 Using	 the	

following	 selection	 criteria	 created	 a	 smaller	 sample	 of	 documents	 which	

enabled	a	more	focused	and	in-depth	analysis:		

	

1.	 Federal	 and	 Northern	 Territory	 government	 policy	 administration	 and	 policy	

development	 documents	 focusing	 on	 or	 addressing	 the	 issue	 of	 Indigenous	

employment	

Documents	 relating	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 development	 and	 policy	

administration	were	selected	in	order	to	conform	to	a	governmentality	analysis.	

Policy	 development	 documents	 are	 political	 in	 nature	 and	 specify	 the	
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government’s	intentions	and	underlying	rationalities.	These	documents	provide	

an	 insight	 into	 what	 the	 policy	 aims	 are	 and	 how	 they	 are	 to	 be	 achieved.	

Political	 rhetoric	 from	 this	 period	 was	 included	 to	 showcase	 the	 telos	 of	

government,	 or	 the	 imagined	 future,	 which	 government	 believes	 it	 can	 create	

(Dean,	 2010).	 Policy	 administration,	 including	 implementation	 and	 evaluation	

documents	 are	 prescriptive	 and	 practical	 texts	 that	 express	 the	 technical	

component	of	governmentality,	or	the	way	in	which	a	governmental	rationality	is	

operationalised	(Henman,	2006:	211).	Selecting	documents	that	cover	both	kinds	

of	policy	processes	provided	a	more	holistic	scope	for	analysing	how	Indigenous	

employment	policy	governs	Indigenous	subjects	in	particular	ways.	

	

Policy	 documents	 created	 by	 both	 the	 federal	 and	 Northern	 Territory	

governments	 were	 selected	 which	 either	 addressed	 the	 issue	 of	 low	 levels	 of	

Indigenous	 employment	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 public	 policy	 problem.	 A	 key	 aim	 is	 to	

discover	how	this	 is	portrayed	as	a	problem	that	 requires	work-readiness	as	a	

solution.	Some	documents	either	addressed	Indigenous	employment	policy	and	

programs	 specifically	 or	 as	 an	 individual	 topic	 amongst	 more	 general	 issues.	

Relevant	 sections	 of	 documents	 that	 treated	 Indigenous	 employment	 as	 one	

topic	amongst	others	were	analysed	separately	and	more	closely.	Both	levels	of	

government	 and	 their	 respective	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 impact	 on	

Indigenous	 people	 residing	 in	 Darwin.	 Therefore,	 it	 was	 important	 to	 include	

documents	produced	by	both	governments.		

	

2.	 Documents	 produced	 by	 service	 providers	 contracted	 to	 deliver	 government	

policy	
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The	 data	 sample	 also	 consists	 of	 documents	 from	 private	 sector	 service	

providers,	 funded	 to	 deliver	 outcomes	 determined	 by	 government	 policy.	 This	

also	 includes	 government-published	 curriculum	 for	 private	 training	 service	

providers,	 namely	 the	 ‘Employablity	 skills:	 from	 framework	 to	 practice’	

document.	Though	 these	documents	are	not	 technically	policy	documents,	 they	

provide	 an	 insight	 into	 how	 policy	 is	 implemented	 and	 how	 it	 disseminates	

discourses	related	to	particular	work-readiness	metis	knowledge.	Documents	of	

this	kind	reflect	the	neoliberal	elements	of	Indigenous	employment	policy,	which	

delivers	 programs	 through	 a	 purchaser–provider	 model	 of	 service	 delivery.	

Public–private	 partnerships	 involve	 the	 government	 outsourcing	 some	 of	 its	

services	 to	 private	 providers	 in	 order	 to	 minimise	 the	 role	 and	 scope	 of	

government,	which	is	a	key	feature	of	neoliberalism.	The	idea	that	the	market	is	

the	best	mechanism	to	improve	social	problems	involves	transforming	the	ethos	

of	bureaucracy	to	mirror	business,	which	focuses	on	accountability,	performance	

measures	 and	 standards,	 contracts	 and	 competition,	 and	 insistence	 on	 budget	

discipline	(Rose,	1999:	150).	The	lines	between	public	and	private	are	blurred	in	

this	 instance,	meaning	 it	 is	 important	 to	 include	documents	 created	by	private	

providers	in	order	to	analyse	policy	comprehensively.	

	

3.	Documents	produced	between	2006	and	2015	

The	third	selection	criterion	includes	documents	that	accord	with	the	period	of	

time	 reflecting	 broad	 trends	within	 the	 governments’	 Indigenous	 employment	

policies	 that	 reflect	 the	 neoliberal	 logic	 informing	 it.	 Strakosch	 (2015)	 argues	

that	 Indigenous	 policy	 in	 Australia	 became	 increasingly	 characterised	 by	

elements	of	neoliberalism	beginning	from	the	year	2000.	This	period	is	marked	
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by	 both	 institutional-level	 and	 conceptual-level	 changes	 to	 policy,	 including	 a	

focus	 on	 mainstreaming,	 centralised	 whole-of-government	 approaches	 and	

quasi-contractual	 partnership	 agreements	 based	 on	 the	 notion	 of	 mutual	

obligation	 (Strakosch,	 2015:	 4).	 This	 timeframe	 criteria	 was	 also	 applied	 to	

parallel	the	period	in	which	the	interviews	were	conducted,	from	2014	to	2015.	

Respondents	 interviewed	at	 this	 time	were	 exposed	 to	policy	developments	 of	

this	period,	meaning	documents	needed	to	be	sourced	which	reflected	this.		

	

The	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	 meets	 the	 criteria	 described	 above	 and	 therefore	

serves	as	a	useful	case	study	for	analysis.	The	policy	framework	was	announced	

in	2007	and	was	operational	during	interviews,	meaning	that	policy	documents	

related	to	this	framework	can	be	compared	and	contrasted	to	interview	data.	In	

addition,	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 framework	 contains	 a	 significant	 employment	

component,	 is	produced	by	government,	and	engages	private	service	providers.	

The	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	 framework	 constitutes	 a	 set	 of	 bilateral	 policy	

agreements	coordinated	by	COAG.	Concentrating	on	documents	associated	with	

the	Closing	the	Gap	policy	framework	also	helps	to	contain	analysis	of	the	work-

readiness	 discourse	 within	 policy.	 Documents	 linked	 to	 an	 overarching	 policy	

framework	outline	a	 core	 set	of	messages	and	directives	 that	other	documents	

follow	and	refer	to.	The	strong	consistency	of	message	and	argument	across	each	

of	 the	 documents	means	 this	 focus	 does	 not	 distort	 the	 overall	 picture.	 A	 key	

principal	document	for	this	case	study	is	the	National	Partnership	Agreement	on	

Indigenous	Economic	Participation,	published	by	COAG.	This	document	outlines	

and	establishes	 the	aims	of	 the	Closing	 the	Gap	policy	 framework,	which	other	

documents	refer	to.	
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4.4.1.1	Sampling	and	collecting	documents		
	
	
All	the	documents	used	for	analysis	were	digital	and	available	online.	A	first	step	

taken	was	to	identify	the	different	typologies	of	policy	documents	and	different	

databases	available.	Both	government	and	non-government	databases	were	used	

for	 an	 initial	 scoping	 exercise.	 Australian	 Policy	 Online	 (APO)	

(http://apo.org.au/)	 is	 a	 non-government	 research	 database	 that	 provides	

access	 to	 reports,	 papers	 and	 other	 resources.	 The	 APO	 search	 function	

categorises	 policy	 documents	 by	 a	 typology	 that	 includes:	 Reports,	 Briefing	

papers,	 Submissions,	 Evaluations,	 Fact	 sheets,	 Strategies,	 White	 Papers	 and	

Green	 Papers.	 The	 Australian	 government’s	 website	

(http://www.australia.gov.au/)	 also	 provided	 a	 guide	 to	 government	

publications.	 These	 included:	 Annual	 reports,	 Australian	 government	 gazettes,	

Budget	statements,	Commonwealth	legislation,	Parliamentary	publications,	Bills,	

Hansard	 documents,	 Committee	 reports	 and	 Parliamentary	 publications.	

Conducting	 searches	 through	 APO	 and	 the	 Australian	 government’s	 website	

using	the	 term	 ‘Indigenous	employment	policy’	yielded	over	5000	results.	Only	

annual	 reports	 from	 government	 agencies	 and	 the	 statements	 from	 political	

parties	 were	 selected	 in	 order	 to	 make	 the	 search	 of	 this	 large	 number	 of	

documents	 more	 manageable.	 Guided	 by	 the	 selection	 criteria	 above,	 these	

results	 were	 assessed	 according	 to	 whether	 they	 conformed	 to	 the	 correct	

timeline,	 policy	 stage	 and	 policy	 framework,	 and	 addressed	 the	 issue	 of	
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Indigenous	employment.	Other	material	was	either	too	broad	or	did	not	discuss	

issues	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 substantially.	 Some	 documents	 were	 too	

specific	 and	did	not	give	an	 indication	of	 the	broader	 rationality	 informing	 the	

discussion	of	Indigenous	employment.		

	

The	two	search	engines	described	above	provided	a	useful	entry	point	 into	the	

search	 for	 policy	 documents.	 However,	 as	 the	 search	 for	 relevant	 material	

unfolded,	the	need	to	include	documents	by	private	service	providers	and	other	

relevant	 documents	 called	 for	 search	 methods	 that	 captured	 the	 intertextual	

nature	of	Indigenous	employment	policy	documents.	Policy	discourses	construct	

policy	topics	that	appear	across	a	range	of	 texts,	meaning	they	need	to	be	read	

and	analysed	with	and	against	one	another	to	build	a	critical	narrative	detailing	

how	 they	 create	 a	 social	 reality	 through	 the	 discourse	 of	work-readiness.	 The	

National	 Partnership	 Agreement	 on	 Indigenous	 Economic	 Participation	 was	 a	

key	document	in	facilitating	the	search	for	relevant	documents,	as	it	outlines	the	

policy	aims	that	subsequent	policy	documents	reference.	Beginning	the	search	in	

this	 way	 produced	 documents	 from	 private	 service	 providers	 and	 Northern	

Territory	government	documents.	Internet	searches	retrieved	digital	documents	

by	using	the	term	‘Australian	Indigenous	employment	policy’.	This	method	was	

used	 to	 identify	 and	 locate	 relevant	 documents	 that	 were	 linked	 to	 other	

documents.	

	

A	large	number	of	documents	were	collected	using	this	approach.	Three	different	

steps	 were	 then	 applied	 to	 reduce	 the	 large	 number	 into	 a	 more	manageable	

number.	 First,	 a	 broadly	 inclusive	 collection	 of	 documents	was	 created,	which	
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sorted	 documents’	 relevance	 according	 to	 their	 title	 and	 an	 initial	 skim	 read,	

which	 produced	 110	 documents.	 Second,	 the	 selection	 criteria	 was	 applied	 to	

this	 large	number	of	 documents	 and	narrowed	down	 to	37.	A	 close	 reading	of	

these	 documents	 established	 their	 relevance	 to	 the	 issue	 of	 Indigenous	

employment	policy.	This	process	also	removed	documents	that	were	duplicated	

in	 other	 formats,	 or	were	 produced	 by	 the	 same	 government	 department	 and	

were	 reproduced	 yearly,	 such	 as	 annual	 reviews.	 Finally,	 10	 documents	 were	

chosen	that	could	be	used	for	a	critical	discourse	analysis.	CDA	is	an	in-depth,	in-

context	 analysis	 meaning	 choosing	 a	 small	 number	 of	 texts	 is	 more	 suitable	

(Machin	and	Mayr,	2012).	Selecting	policy	documents	in	this	way	adheres	to	the	

post-hoc	nature	of	CDA.	The	analyst	first	looks	at	a	text,	then	decides	to	analyse	it	

and	 apply	 CDA	 tools	 to	 demonstrate	 that	 it	 is	more	 than	 interpretation,	 but	 a	

systematic	and	controlled	exercise	that	can	be	replicated	by	others	(Machin	and	

Mayr,	2012:	210).		

	

	

	

	7.	Documents	selected	for	analysis	

Policy	documents		 Description	and	reason	for	inclusion		
The	Coalition’s	Policy	on	Indigenous	
Employment,	(2013)	
	

Discusses	the	problem	of	Indigenous	unemployment	and	
emphasises	importance	of	being	employed	and	why	this	is	
so.	This	provides	an	insight	into	the	kinds	of	values	
informing	policy,	or	what	is	thought	of	as	important	and	
why.		

NT	Employment	Strategy,	2012–2015,	
Department	of	Business,	Northern	
Territory	Government,	(2012)	
	
	

The	NT	employment	strategy	specific	policy	which	outlines	
reasons	why	increasing	Indigenous	employment	is	
important	(values)	and	outlines	the	measures	to	be	used	to	
achieve	this,	including	giving	Indigenous	subjects	the	ability	
to	enter	the	workforce	(knowledges).		

Indigenous	Employment	and	Career	
Development	Strategy	2010–2012,	The	
Office	of	the	Commissioner	for	Public	
Employment,	Northern	Territory	
Government,	(2010)	

This	provides	additional	contextualising	material	to	show	
what	values	and	knowledges	are	informing	policy	at	the	NT	
and	Darwin	level.	
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National	Partnership	Agreement	on	
Indigenous	Economic	Participation,	
COAG,	(2008)	

This	is	a	central	document	outlining	the	aims	of	the	Closing	
the	Gap	policy	in	relation	to	employment.	It	provides	a	
framework	for	the	aims	of	other	federal	policies	included	in	
this	list	and	the	values	and	knowledges	informing	them.	

Creating	a	Socially	Inclusive	Workplace,	
Reconciliation	Australia,	(2015)	

An	example	of	the	programs	being	funded	by	government’s	
Indigenous	employment	policy.	It	is	intended	for	employers	
and	provides	insight	into	how	values	and	knowledges	are	
put	into	practice	at	the	level	of	the	workplace.		

Executive	Summary,	Vocational	Training	
and	Employment	Centres	Generation	
One,	(2012)	

This	provides	an	insight	into	the	rationality	enacted	through	
the	purchaser–provider	model	used	by	government	policy.	
It	shows	how	the	values/knowledges	of	policy	are	inserted	
into	the	way	Indigenous	subjects	are	governed,	specifically	
at	the	level	of	the	programs	and	governmental	technologies	
used	to	increase	employment	rates.		

Department	of	Prime	Minister	and	
Cabinet	Annual	Report,	(2013)	

This	department	took	responsibility	for	Indigenous	affairs	in	
2013,	meaning	that	Indigenous	employment	policy	is	also	
reviewed	in	their	annual	reports.		

Closing	the	Gap	Prime	Minister’s	Report,		
(2013)	
	
	

This	is	a	retrospective	policy	document	that	reviews	what	
the	government	achieved.	It	outlines	the	reasons	why	the	
policy	has	implemented	its	policies	and	how	it	has	been	
done	so.	This	shows	how	government	has	inserted	certain	
values	into	its	policies	and	the	kinds	of	programs	being	
funded	that	attempt	to	inculcate	certain	knowledges.		

Employability	Skills:	From	Framework	to	
Practice,	Department	of	Education,	
Science	and	Training,	(2006)	

This	document	is	a	curriculum	that	outlines	what	key	
competencies	and	skills	are	and	how	they	can	be	taught	and	
assessed.	It	is	a	key	text	that	provides	important	insight	into	
the	way	in	which	government	conceives	the	knowledge	
needed	to	become	‘work-ready’	

Indigenous	Economic	Development	
Strategy,	2011–2018,	FaHCSIA,	(2010)	

This	document	includes	the	measures	to	be	taken	to	
increase	employment	and	the	reasons	for	this.	It	contains	
the	rational	for	increasing	employment	and	is	an	example	of	
the	assumptions	underpinning	this.	

	

	

	

Table	8.	Closing	the	Gap	policy	framework	

	
Selected	Indigenous	employment	policy:	Closing	the	Gap	framework	
	
Policy:	 Program/organisation	

examples	
Implementation	

Job	Services	Australia	 Karen	Sheldon	Training	and	
Development	
	
Group	Training	NT	

Bi-lateral	government	Policy	
agreement:	National	
Partnership	Agreement	on	
Indigenous	Economic	
Participation		
	
Purchaser–provider	
model/private	service	
delivery	

Indigenous	Employment	
Policy	

Community	Development	
Employment	Program	
	
Australian	Employment	

Bi-lateral	government	policy	
agreement:	National	
Partnership	Agreement	on	
Indigenous	Economic	
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Covenant	
	
	
	

Participation	
	
Purchaser–provider	
model/private	service	
delivery	

Northern	Territory	Public	
Sector	
Indigenous	Employment	
and	Career	Development	
Strategy	2010–2012	

Cross-cultural	training	
	
Mentoring	programs	

Bi-Lateral	government	policy	
agreement:	National	
Partnership	Agreement	on	
Indigenous	Economic	
Participation	
‘to	increase	
the	proportion	of	Indigenous	
Australians	employed	in	the	
NTPS	to	at	least	10	
per	cent	by	2012’	

NT	Employment	Strategy,	
2012–2015	

Foundation	skills	mentoring	
	
Business-led	workforce	
development	plans	
	
	

‘Partnership	and	engagement	
with	Northern	Territory,	
Australian	and	local	
government	agencies,	
industry	associations,	peak	
bodies,	industry,	business,	
employers,	unions,	schools,	
registered	training	providers	
and	individuals	within	the	
community’	

Policies	implemented	
through	public–private	
partnerships	

	

Australian	Employment	
Covenant	

Generation	One	

Reconciliation	Australia	 Workplace	Ready	Program	
Employability	skills	and	key	
competencies	

Employability	Skills	
Framework	

	

	

	

	

4.4.2	Analysing	policy	documents:	critical	discourse	analysis	

	

A	 central	 task	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 to	 demonstrate	 how	 Indigenous	 people	 are	

governed	through	the	discourse	of	work-readiness	and	its	limitations.	Analysing	

the	 activities	 of	 those	 who	 govern	 through	 policy	 documents	 can	 allow	 us	 to	

understand	 the	 limitations	 of	 governance	 (Hewitt,	 2009:	 4).	 In	 this	 case,	 the	

agency	of	policy	formulators’	words	in	policy	documents	is	the	focus	of	analysis.	
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Indigenous	employment	policy	is	a	manifestation	of	neoliberal	governance,	as	it	

promotes	 specific	 understandings	 and	 representations	 of	 the	 world	 and	

positions	people	in	certain	ways.	Critical	discourse	analysis	(CDA)	is	employed	to	

understand	 the	 activities	 of	 those	 who	 govern	 by	 exposing	 how	 the	 power	

inherent	 in	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 generated.	 CDA	 elucidates	 the	

multiple	 meanings,	 ambiguities	 and	 assumptions	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	and	links	these	with	the	workings	of	power.	In	this	way	it	complements	a	

governmentality	 approach	 and	 interpretive	policy	 analysis.	 Policy	 represents	 a	

power	relationship	between	those	who	aim	to	alter	Indigenous	subjectivities	in	

line	 with	 work-readiness	 norms,	 and	 Indigenous	 people	 themselves.	 That	 is,	

policy	represents	the	actions	of	government	and	its	allocation	of	values	and	goals	

as	 well	 as	 a	 set	 of	 objectives	 that	 legitimises	 its	 values,	 beliefs	 and	 attitudes	

(Woodside-Jiron,	2004:	154).		

	

CDA	 parallels	 governmentality	 by	 demonstrating	 how	 discourse	 relates	 to	 the	

workings	 of	 power	 (Janks,	 1997).	 The	 term	 ‘discourse’	 has	 two	 different	

meanings.	 It	 can	 refer	 to	 written	 or	 spoken	 communication,	 and	 a	 way	 of	

conceptualising	 how	 power	 operates.	 According	 to	 the	 latter,	 discourse	 is	 a	

manifestation	 of	 power	 that	 constitutes	 particular	 social	 realities	 and	 subjects	

(Thomas,	 2005:	 27).	 The	 notion	 of	 discourse	 derives	 from	 Foucault’s	 (1980)	

theorisations	about	the	imbrication	of	power	and	knowledge.	Discourse,	defined	

simply,	 is	 a	 collection	 of	 meaningful	 utterances	 or	 statements	 that	 are	

distributed	by	unwritten	 rules	and	structures	 that	define	what	 it	 is	possible	 to	

say	and	what	counts	as	truth	or	valid	knowledge	(Mills,	2003:	54).	Discourse	is	

derived	from	and	dependent	on	social	practices,	cultural	norms,	disciplines	and	
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rituals,	 which	 set	 rules	 that	 construct	 communicative	 formations.	 Where	

discourse	 is	 regulated,	 institutions	 hold	 power	 over	 definitions	 of	 truth	 by	

excluding	statements	they	consider	false.	In	this	way,	discourses	create	not	only	

knowledge	 but	 also	 a	 reality	 based	 on	what	 this	 knowledge	 describes,	 that	 is,	

discourses	also	have	material	effects.	In	addition,	discourse	creates	a	system	that	

structures	 the	way	 reality	 is	 perceived	and	 constrains	perception,	 giving	 those	

who	 control	 discourse	 and	 knowledge	 an	 ability	 to	maintain	 the	 status	 quo	 or	

alter	circumstances	according	to	their	own	interests	(Mills,	2003:	55).	Tuen	Van	

Dijk	 is	 a	 scholar	 in	 the	 field	 of	 textual	 linguistics	 and	 discourse	 analysis,	 who	

argues	 that	 discourse	 exercises	 power	 by	 being	 able	 to	 alter	 behaviour	 and	

reproduce	 dominance	 and	 power	 relations	 by	 influencing	 what	 beliefs,	

knowledge	and	opinions	recipients	accept	from	authorities	and	their	discourses	

(Van	Dijk,	2001:	357).	Constituting	others	as	the	objects	of	knowledge	is	a	means	

of	exercising	power	by	controlling	those	who	are	known.		

	

Adopting	 a	 CDA	 approach	 demonstrates	 how	 work-readiness	 operates	 as	 a	

discourse	that	dictates	what	kind	of	metis	knowledge	needs	to	be	learnt	and	how	

Indigenous	 people	 are	 governed	 accordingly.	 The	 theoretical	 underpinnings	 of	

CDA	make	 it	 useful	 for	 illuminating	 the	 mechanisms	 of	 government,	 exposing	

power	relations	 in	everyday	activities,	and	highlighting	 the	gap	between	policy	

rhetoric	 and	 practice	 (Hewitt,	 2009:	 10).	 Policy	 documents	 are	 analysable	

sources	 of	 data	 for	 observing	 meanings,	 sources	 of	 meaning	 and	 discourses	

(Yanow,	2007:	407).	Language	carries	meaning	that	is	open	to	interpretation	by	

legislators,	 implementers,	 clients,	or	policy	 targets	and	other	stakeholders.	The	

language	used	in	policies	is	also	invested	with	meanings	that	embody	particular	
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values	 and	 beliefs.	 CDA	 draws	 on	 methods	 based	 on	 a	 linguistic	 tradition	 of	

discourse	analysis	to	access	those	values,	beliefs,	meanings	and	representations	

of	metis	knowledge	needed	to	become	work-ready.		

	

The	 critical	 aspect	of	CDA	 is	 the	 linkage	 it	develops	between	micro	and	macro	

phenomena	 by	 analysing	 language	 to	 make	 inferences	 about	 the	 workings	 of	

power.	Micro	phenomena	are	understood	to	be	discourse,	or	language,	terms	and	

grammar	 structures,	 whereas	 macro	 phenomena	 are	 understood	 as	 social	

structures	and	historical,	political	and	economic	contexts.	A	key	aim	of	CDA	is	to	

denaturalise	language	and	reveal	power	interests	buried	in	texts	by	uncovering	

the	 kinds	 of	 ideas	 and	 taken-for-granted	 assumptions.	 Text	 and	 spoken	

communication	 represent	 discourses,	 meaning	 they	 are	 observable	 through	

language.	This	means	that	analysing	small	 linguistic	details	 is	a	key	method	for	

revealing	power	relations.	Central	 to	 this	 is	 looking	 to	how	and	why	particular	

language,	 vocabulary	 and	 rhetorical	 strategies	 are	 used	 and	 the	 effect	 of	 these	

(Bugg	and	Garran,	2011:	282).	Using	CDA	can	reveal	the	intrinsic	limitations	and	

underlying	cultural	biases	of	Indigenous	employment	policy.	This	also	makes	the	

implicit	 mentalities	 of	 government	 underlying	 state	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	 explicit	 and	 amenable	 to	 analysis	 and	 comparison	 with	 Indigenous	

orientations	to	work	and	employment.	

	

4.4.2.1	Applying	Critical	Discourse	Analysis:	
	

Federal	and	Territory	government	Indigenous	employment	policy	implemented	

according	 to	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 framework	 is	 characterised	 by	 a	 focus	 on	
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mainstream	 employment	 outcomes	 and	 public–private	 partnerships	 and	

exemplifies	work-readiness	 discourse.	 The	 neoliberal	 logic	 that	 underpins	 this	

supports	 the	 individual	 over	 the	 collective,	 promotes	 market	 processes	 to	

encourage	 economic	 efficiency,	 and	 focuses	 on	 reforming	 subjectivities	 by	

enabling	individual	capacity	(Strakosch,	2015:	75).		

	

I	 employ	 a	 critical	 discourse	 analysis	 of	 policy	 documents	 to	 uncover	

assumptions	relating	to	work-readiness	and	the	power	dynamics	this	entails.	A	

critical	 discourse	 analysis	 of	 policy	 documents	 involves	 ‘identifying	 and	

interrogating	 the	 binaries,	 key	 concepts,	 and	 categories	 operating	 within	 a	

policy’	 (Bacchi,	 2009:	 7).	 Applying	 CDA	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

documents	 includes	examining	the	ways	that	 the	 language	 in	policy	documents	

expresses,	signals	or	emphasises	metis	knowledge.	Linguistic	analysis	applied	in	

this	way	reveals	how	work-readiness	discourse	portrays	 the	metis	knowledges	

needed	 for	 work-readiness	 in	 a	 particular	 way,	 which	 has	 normative	 effects.	

Government	distributes	and	sets	the	criteria	for	the	definition	and	legitimisation	

of	 particular	metis	 knowledge	 needed	 to	 become	work-ready.	 Here,	 there	 is	 a	

distinction	 between	 the	 use	 of	 the	 term	 ‘knowledge’	 in	 a	 Foucauldian	 sense,	

which	 is	 linked	 to	 system	 of	 truth.	 Instead,	 the	 knowledge	 linked	 to	 work-

readiness	 is	 a	 form	 of	 metis	 knowledge,	 or	 procedural	 know-how	 that	 is	 the	

object	of	policy	discourse.		

	

The	use	of	CDA	for	this	work	is	influenced	by	Fairclough	(1995),	who	provides	a	

model	for	CDA	that	addresses	how	different	interest	groups	attempt	to	construct	

and	 enforce	 particular	 narratives	 to	 pursue	 particular	 objectives.	 A	 discourse-
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based	 approach	 can	 be	 used	 to	 deepen	 understanding	 of	 government	 policy-

making,	 as	 it	 emphasises	 how	 the	 use	 of	 particular	 terms	 and	 arguments	

legitimises	 and	 structures	 the	parameters	of	policy	 intervention	 (Jacobs,	 2004:	

819).	 Fairclough’s	 (1995)	 model	 for	 CDA	 also	 provides	 a	 useful	 analytical	

template	 for	 applying	 to	 policy	 documents.	 This	 model	 consists	 of	 three	

interrelated	 processes	 of	 analysis,	 which	 are	 tied	 to	 three	 interrelated	

dimensions	 of	 discourse.	 These	 include	 text	 analysis,	 discursive/processing	

practice,	 and	 social	 practice.	 That	 is,	 analysis	 involves	 describing	 the	 use	 of	

specific	 vocabulary	and	grammar	at	 the	 level	of	 the	 text	 itself,	 interpreting	 the	

context	in	which	textual	choices	are	made,	and	explaining	how	these	are	linked	

to	 wider	 socio-historic	 conditions,	 power	 structures	 and	 ideologies	 (Jacobs,	

2004:	 819).	 Demonstrating	 instantiations	 of	 socially	 regulated	 discourses	

involves	combining	these	forms	of	analysis	and	showing	how	they	are	mutually	

explanatory	 by	 describing,	 interpreting	 and	 explaining	 interconnections,	

patterns	and	disjunctions	(Janks,	1997:	329).		

	

A	dominant	logic	of	neoliberal	governance	is	to	enhance	capacity.	Understanding	

this	 process	 requires	 investigating	 how	 knowledge	 is	 represented.	 Work-

readiness	is	part	of	how	the	governing	regime	decides	what	counts	as	legitimate	

ways	of	knowing	and	useful	workplace	knowledge.	A	productive	way	 to	 reveal	

the	 assumed	 knowledges	 within	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 and	 their	

effects	involves	studying	the	ways	discursive	expression	of	metis	knowledge	are	

mapped	 onto	 the	 discourse	 of	 work-readiness.	 The	 understanding	 of	 words,	

clauses,	 sentences,	 grammar,	 paragraphs	 or	 larger	 parts	 of	 text	 require	 the	

activation	of	usually	implicit	socially	or	culturally	shared	knowledge	or	meanings	
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(Van	Dijk,	2003:	93).	That	is,	language	users	need	social	and	cultural	knowledge	

in	order	to	know	what	parts	of	sentences	or	propositions	are	asserted	and	which	

ones	are	presupposed	(Van	Dijk,	2003:	92).	Work-readiness	is	represented	in	a	

particular	 way	 by	 policy	 documents,	 which	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 rendering	 the	

associated	 metis	 knowledge	 as	 being	 a	 status	 quo	 that	 is	 unquestionable	 and	

therefore	 assumed	 on	 behalf	 of	 the	 subjects	 who	 need	 to	 acquire	 it.	 The	

discourse	 of	 work-readiness	 creates	 social	 knowledge	 of	 and	 about	 it.	 This	

makes	it	difficult	to	speak	outside	the	terms	of	reference	established	for	thinking	

about	 what	 kind	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 people	 need	 in	 order	 to	 become	 work-

ready.	Discourse	works	 ideologically	 in	 this	 sense,	 by	 constructing	a	particular	

world-view	 that	 constructs	 social	 relations,	 problems,	 solutions	 and	 identities.	

Applying	this	reasoning	to	analysing	policy	documents	involves	identifying	how	

arguments,	 terms	and	concepts	 that	relate	 to	work-readiness	rely	upon	certain	

definitions	of	skills	and	knowledge	in	order	to	make	them	intelligible,	and	hence	

taken	for	granted.		

	

In	 terms	 of	 understanding	 how	 governance	 attempts	 to	 create	 governable	

subjects,	 metis	 knowledge	 provides	 an	 empirical	 focus	 for	 the	 competencies	

needed	 to	 become	 a	 self-governing	 work-ready	 subject	 (Levinson,	 2005:	 62).	

Metis	 knowledge	 can	 be	 observed	 in	 policy	 documents	 by	 looking	 to	 its	 three	

dispositional	elements	including	its	moral,	contextual	and	rational	aspects.	These	

can	 be	 observed	 in	 the	 behaviours,	 abilities	 and	 competencies	 that	 policies	

prescribe.	 In	 this	 case,	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 the	 qualities	 of	 work-readiness	 are	

described	and	the	way	they	are	instructed	provide	useful	empirical	material	for	

determining	 what	 metis	 knowledge	 shapes	 the	 expectations,	 demands	 and	
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arrangements	 for	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy.	 Work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	represents	the	politically	sanctioned	metis	knowledge	that	is	present	

in	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents.	 I	 use	 this	 concept	 as	 a	 point	 of	

comparison	 with	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge,	 which	 is	 expressed	 within	

interview	material.		

	

The	 following	 questions	 guide	 the	 reading	 and	 analysis	 of	 the	 documents	 and	

reveal	 the	 assumed	metis	 knowledges	within	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies.	

These	aim	to	show	how	policy	documents	 insert,	define	and	promote	a	certain	

kind	of	metis	knowledge	 into	 the	discourse	of	work-readiness.	 In	 addition	 this	

seeks	 to	 show	 the	 kinds	 of	 subjects	 and	 identities	 promoted	 within	 policy	

documents	 and	 the	 metis	 knowledge	 linked	 to	 them	 and	 how	 they	 are	

proliferated,	legitimised	and	enforced:	

	

1. What	is	defined	as	knowledge	needed	for	working	and	finding	work?	

2. What	are	the	ways	that	this	knowledge	can	be	attained	and	used?	

3. Who	is	recognised	as	possessing	this	kind	of	knowledge?		

	

The	answers	I	have	formulated	to	these	questions	illustrate	how	work-readiness	

discourse	dictates	what	Indigenous	people	need	to	learn	and	how	they	can	learn	

it	 in	 order	 to	 become	 work-ready.	 Discourses	 exert	 power	 over	 others	 by	

portraying	particular	problems	and	their	solutions	as	definitive.	Work-readiness	

discourse	 operates	 as	 a	 conduit	 for	 the	 state	 to	 justify	 increased	 levels	 of	

governmental	control	over	Indigenous	people.	By	portraying	work-readiness	as	

transferable,	 the	 state	 can	 blame	 individuals	 for	 failing	 to	 become	work-ready	
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when	 they	do	not	acquire	 it.	That	 is,	 it	 is	 Indigenous	subjectivities,	 rather	 than	

the	 concept	 of	 work-readiness	 itself,	 that	 requires	 reforming	 and	 increasing	

levels	 of	 employment.	 A	 governmental	 implication	 of	 this	 discourse	 is	 that	

Indigenous	people	require	more	intensive	forms	of	governing	as	a	result	of	being	

represented	as	failing	to	learn	to	become	work-ready.	

	

Three	 components	 of	 work-readiness	 discourse	 produce	 this	 effect	 when	

combined.	 First,	 the	 way	 work-readiness	 competencies	 and	 attributes	 are	

defined,	 second	 the	 promotion	 of	 indirect	 measures	 used	 to	 encourage	

participation	in	employment,	and	third,	portrayals	of	idealised	worker	identities	

that	 parallel	 the	 notion	 of	 the	 active	 citizen.	 I	 employ	 a	 textual	 analysis	 of	 the	

linguistic	 and	 discursive	 practices	 within	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

documents	 to	 demonstrate	 their	 underlying	 assumptions	 in	 relation	 to	 work-

readiness.	 Particular	 discursive	practices	 include	 transitivity,	 document	 layout,	

nominalisation,	 intertextuality,	 lexical	choice,	 lexical	cohesion	and	absences.	An	

analysis	of	these	discursive	practices	reveals	how	Indigenous	employment	policy	

documents	convey	a	work-readiness	discourse	that	has	the	effect	of	producing	a	

singular	 representation	 of	 the	 nature	 of	 work,	 working	 subjects,	 working	

knowledge	and	how	it	can	be	attained.	

	

The	 strengths	 of	 CDA	 include	 its	 ability	 to	 illuminate	 the	 mechanisms	 of	

government,	 while	 opening	 up	 ways	 of	 studying	 the	 impacts	 of	 resistance,	

collaboration	and	cooperation	in	the	policy	process.	However,	CDA	also	contains	

some	 limitations.	A	central	criticism	of	CDA	 is	 the	use	of	 the	 term	 ‘critical’	and	

whether	 CDA	 includes	 too	 much	 interpretation	 that	 supports	 certain	 beliefs	
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rather	 than	more	objective	analysis.	 Issues	 related	 to	 this	 include	 the	 selective	

and	 partial	 nature	 of	 selecting	 policy	 documents	 and	 ignoring	 the	 role	 of	 the	

producers	 and	 recipients	 of	 chosen	 texts	 (Machin	 and	 Mayer,	 2012).	 An	

unjustified	 selection	 of	 texts	 can	 be	 used	 to	 support	 an	 analyst’s	 belief	 rather	

than	support	a	theory.	Resolving	this	involves	explaining	why	particular	texts	are	

representative	 or	 characteristic	 of	 the	 discourses	 usually	 found	 in	 Indigenous	

employment	policy’s	broader	trends.	Another	criticism	of	CDA	is	that	it	can	imply	

linguistic	 determinism,	 in	 which	 social	 practice	 is	 reducible	 to	 language.	

Language	 has	 a	material	 component	 and	 is	 part	 of	 social	 events,	 but	 it	 is	 also	

affected	by	social	practices	and	beliefs	(Jacobs,	2013:	277).		

	

A	central	objective	of	CDA	is	to	describe	the	linguistic	choices	the	author	of	a	text	

uses	 to	 communicate	 an	 ideology	 and	 then	 make	 those	 ideological	 positions	

visible	 so	 that	 they	 can	 be	 challenged.	 Challenging	 discourses	 requires	

considering	the	effect	of	these	on	ordinary	people.	Alternative	readings	of	texts	

from	 those	who	are	 targeted	by	discourses	 can	be	 important	 to	 see	how	 these	

discourses	function	or	not.	CDA	by	itself	does	not	necessarily	do	this,	as	it	often	

ignores	the	views	of	those	who	produce	and	consume	the	texts	being	analysed	in	

favour	 of	 the	 analyst’s	 view.	 Incorporating	 a	 comparative	 component	 connects	

the	production	and	analysis	of	texts	to	the	way	people	live	their	everyday	lives.	

Combining	CDA	analysis	of	policy	documents	with	an	analysis	of	interview	data	

allows	 for	 a	 comparison	 of	 the	 perspectives,	 beliefs,	 values	 and	 desires	 of	

respondents	 with	 the	 assumptions	 and	 expectations	 underlying	 the	 work-

readiness	 discourse	 of	 policy	 documents;	 that	 is,	 comparing	 the	 way	 that	

government	 conceptualises	 the	 problem	 of	 unemployment	 with	 Indigenous	
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perspectives	 of	 employment.	 A	 comparative	 approach	 allows	 for	making	more	

confident	 assertions	 about	 the	way	 that	 dominant	 discourses	 affect	 people,	 or	

are	resisted	by	them	and	the	limitations	of	governance	more	generally	(Machin	

and	Mayr,	2012).	

	

Other	 methodological	 tools	 exist	 for	 analysing	 policy	 documents,	 including	

content	 analysis,	 discourse	 analysis	 or	 interviewing	 policy	makers	 themselves.	

Content	analysis	is	a	method	for	making	empirical	and	theoretical	inferences	from	a	

chosen	text.	This	allows	the	researcher	to	identify	trends	patterns	and	differences	in	

written	 communication	 of	 groups	 or	 institutions.	 A	 focus	 on	 classifying	 and	

categorising	 texts	 and	 allows	 results	 to	 be	 summarised	 and	quantified	 in	 order	 to	

examine	 the	 relationship	 between	 texts	 and	 their	 contexts	 (Churchill,	 2013:	 256).	

Content	 analysis	 was	 not	 chosen	 due	 to	 its	 focus	 on	 quantifying	 results.	 A	 key	

feature	 of	 the	 research	 methodology	 utilised	 here	 is	 to	 adhere	 closely	 to	 the	

qualitative	 nature	 of	 the	 data	 and	 make	 findings	 accordingly.	 Analysing	 the	

mismatch	 between	 policy	 and	 Indigenous	 subjectivities	 means	 that	 there	 is	 a	

focus	on	how	messages	are	being	constructed	and	interpreted,	rather	than	how	

many	times	those	messages	appear	across	texts.		

	

Discourse	 analysis	 is	 another	 potentially	 appropriate	 method	 for	 analysing	

policy	documents,	as	 it	 investigates	 the	 linguistic	 features	of	written	or	spoken	

communication,	 including	 the	 grammatical,	 argumentative	 or	 rhetorical	

structures	 of	 a	 particular	 piece	 of	 text.	 Applying	 discourse	 analysis	 to	 policy	

documents	 can	 demonstrate	 how	 language	 is	 used	 to	 promote	 a	 particular	

argument,	 or	 conception	 of	 work-readiness.	 However,	 an	 overarching	 aim	 of	
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analysing	 employment	 policy	 documents	 is	 to	 demonstrate	 the	 assumptions	

underlying	the	notion	of	work-readiness.	A	critical	analysis	of	policy	discourses	

goes	beyond	the	 linguistic	 features	of	policy	documents	and	 instead	 links	them	

with	broader	structural	and	contextual	factors	that	influence	text	and	vice	versa.	

In	other	words,	discourse	analysis	provides	some	tools	for	analysis	but	does	not	

go	far	enough	in	demonstrating	how	the	workings	of	power	at	a	societal	level	are	

implicated	in	the	linguistic	strategies	of	a	particular	text.		

	

Interviews	 with	 policy-makers	 themselves	 could	 complement	 the	 analysis	 of	

Indigenous	employment	policy	documents.	This	would	illuminate	the	intentions	

of	 the	 producers	 of	 the	 documents	 and	 provide	 another	 perspective	 on	 how	

work-readiness	 discourse	 is	 produced.	 Apart	 from	 time	 and	 logistical	

constraints,	there	is	no	necessity	to	do	this,	as	discourses	from	policy	documents	

are	 contextualised	 with	 interviews	 from	 the	 targets	 of	 those	 policies.	 The	

comparison	of	policy	discourses	 and	 Indigenous	perceptions	of	work	gives	 the	

policy	analysis	a	critical	edge.	Contrasting	the	intended	meanings	and	messages	

in	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 with	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work	

illuminates	 how	 they	 might	 be	 interpreted	 in	 practice.	 Taking	 a	 critical	

perspective	 means	 looking	 to	 how	 those	 who	 are	 impacted	 by	 policies	

understand	 them	 (Yanow,	 2007:	 410).	 Avoiding	 overemphasising	 official	

discourses	by	including	a	comparative	element	helps	to	determine	the	extent	to	

which	 governmental	 goals	 are	 actually	 achieved	 in	 practice.	 That	 is,	 a	

comparison	of	official	policy	discourses	with	the	perspectives	and	experiences	of	

Indigenous	 subjects	 can	 illuminate	 how	 and	 why	 ‘the	 governable	 subject,	

constituted	through	discourses,	fails	to	turn	up	in	practice’	(McKee,	2009:	473).	
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The	methodological	approach	outlined	here	 is	directed	towards	uncovering	the	

limitations	 of	 governance,	 rather	 than	 examining	 how	 it	 operates	 according	 to	

those	who	govern.		

	

Analysis	of	the	policy	documents	began	with	a	close	reading	of	the	principal	text	

‘National	Partnership	Agreement	on	Indigenous	Economic	Participation’	in	order	

to	 search	 for	 patterns	 and	 establish	 hypotheses	 about	 discourses	 of	 work-

readiness.	Categories	and	themes	were	developed	inductively.	Related	texts	that	

support	 or	 contradict	 these	 hypotheses	 were	 read	 against	 the	 principal	

document	 to	 develop	 questions	 in	 regard	 to	 the	 discourses	 instantiated	 in	 the	

texts.	 The	 components	 of	work-readiness	 discourse	 are	 summarised	 into	 eight	

themes,	 including:	 Competencies;	 Economic	 participation	 and	 contribution;	

Instruction	and	pedagogy;	Moralising	discourses;	Passive	encouragement;	Social	

inclusion;	 Quantifying	 outcomes;	 and	 Real	 and	 fake	 jobs	 dichotomy.	 Of	 these	

themes,	the	last	two	were	rejected	as	little	material	was	found,	and	was	of	minor	

relevance	 to	 how	 the	 discourse	 of	 work-readiness	 was	 produced.	 The	 themes	

‘instruction	and	pedagogy’	and	‘competencies’	is	included	to	capture	statements	

referring	to	or	defining	what	key	competencies	and	work-ready,	or	employability	

skills	 are.	 The	 ‘economic	 participation	 and	 contribution’	 theme	 relates	 to	

segments	of	text	that	espouse	the	economic	rationale	and	benefits	for	increasing	

Indigenous	employment.	The	theme	of	‘moralising	discourses’	relates	to	the	way	

work	 and	 employment	 is	 portrayed	 as	 an	 unambiguously	 good	 thing	 that	

benefits	 all.	 ‘Passive	 encouragement’	 relates	 to	 the	 indirect	measures	 that	 the	

government	employs	to	encourage	Indigenous	people	to	use	their	own	initiative	

to	 enter	 the	 workforce.	 The	 ‘social	 inclusion’	 theme	 organises	 statements	
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relating	 to	 measures	 designed	 to	 create	 racial	 harmony	 and	 socio-economic	

equity.		

	

These	 themes	 were	 merged	 to	 describe	 the	 three	 major	 components	 of	 the	

overarching	 work-readiness	 discourse.	 First,	 work-related	 competencies	 and	

attributes	 are	 portrayed	 as	 transferable	 and	 atomistic	 and	 derive	 from	 a	

behaviouristic	 conception	 of	 knowledge.	 This	 included	 content	 marked	 under	

the	 theme	 ‘competencies’.	 Second,	 indirect	 measures	 used	 to	 encourage	

participation	 in	 employment	 position	 Indigenous	 people	 as	 needing	 to	 be	

responsible	 independent	 learners.	 The	 themes	 ‘instruction	 and	 pedagogy’	 and	

‘passive	 encouragement’	 categorised	 statements	 relevant	 to	 this	 discourse.	

Third,	idealised	worker	identities	parallel	the	notion	of	the	active	citizen,	who	is	

productive,	motivated	 and	 has	 higher	 levels	 of	wellbeing.	Material	 categorised	

under	 the	 themes	 ‘moralising”	 and	 ‘economic	 participation	 and	 contribution’	

were	combined	to	describe	this	component	of	work-readiness.		

4.5	Data	synthesis/integration	
	

The	comparative	element	of	this	research	is	central	to	highlighting	the	mismatch	

between	 policy	 objectives	 and	 Indigenous	 subjectivities	 and	 the	 limitation	 of	

neoliberal	governance.	The	main	findings	from	the	critical	discourse	analysis	of	

policy	 documents	 are	 compared	 to	 findings	 from	 the	 thematic	 analysis	 of	

interview	 data	 to	 highlight	 how	 the	 metis	 knowledge	 embedded	 in	 policy	

conflicts	with	 Indigenous	subjectivities	and	metis	knowledge.	 Indigenous	metis	

knowledge	 is	 inferred	 from	 the	 values,	 goals	 and	 perspectives	 expressed	 by	

respondents	 that	 drive	 their	 behaviour.	 This	 data	 is	 contrasted	 to	 the	 types	 of	
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behaviour	 expected	 at	 work	 advocated	 by	 the	 Australian	 government’s	

Indigenous	employment	policies	and	the	implicit	knowledge	embedded	in	these.		

	

The	two	sets	of	results	constitute	different	forms	of	data	that	can	be	compared	to	

one	 another.	 Indigenous	perspectives	 on	work	 are	 situated	descriptions	 of	 the	

social	world,	while	policy	discourses	are	prescriptions	for	how	the	social	world	

should	 be.	 The	 results	 gleaned	 from	 interview	 data	 analysis	 are	 a	 set	 of	

individuals’	perspectives	and	values.	As	discussed	previously,	interview	material	

constitutes	a	form	of	standpoint,	meaning	the	data	contains	a	set	of	both	critical	

perspectives	 and	 situated	 and	 objective	 knowledge;	 this	 also	 makes	 it	 more	

amenable	to	comparison.	The	discourses	and	subliminal	messages	employed	by	

policy	documents	are	the	product	of	mainstream	Australian	societal	values.	

	

The	 two	datasets	 comprise	different	 value	 statements	 that	 I	 have	ordered	 into	

themes.	 Prominent	 issues	 within	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work	 include	

interactional	 elements	 of	 working,	 such	 as	 relationships	 with	 bosses	 and	 co-

workers	and	challenges	associated	with	balancing	work	and	 family	obligations.	

These	 perspectives	 are	 contrasted	 with	 the	 underlying	 aims	 of	 government	

policy	and	work-readiness.	The	metis	knowledge	involved	in	policy	documents	is	

centred	on	the	goal	of	becoming	employable	and	eventually	employed,	which	is	

linked	 to	 broader	 societal	 values	 defined	 by	 the	 cultural	 majority	 within	

Australia.	 The	 differences	 between	 these	 two	 sets	 of	 data	 are	 discussed	 in	

relation	to	 the	conflict	between	collectivist	values	expressed	within	 Indigenous	

perspectives	 and	 individualistic	 values	 implicit	 within	 government	 policy.	

Synthesising	the	two	data	sources	in	terms	of	the	values	underlying	them	has	the	
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effect	 of	 revealing	 the	 differences	 between	 values	 and	 how	 they	 are	

incommensurable	and	incompatible	or	not.	Metis	knowledge	as	a	form	of	know-

how	 is	 goal	 centred,	 meaning	 it	 is	 oriented	 towards	 performing	 an	 action	

competently	and	successfully.	Metis	knowledge	is	subsumed	within	and	assumed	

by	work-readiness	initiatives.	Differing	goals	and	values	therefore	make	it	more	

difficult	 to	 transfer	 and	 apply	 different	 metis	 knowledge	 across	 cultural	

boundaries.		

	

	

4.6	Limitations	
	

I	 rely	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 analyse	 data	 and	 argue	 that	

differences	 between	 metis	 knowledges	 limit	 neoliberal	 governance	 and	 can	

contribute	 to	policy	 failure.	 I	 outline	 some	 limitations	 associated	with	 this	 and	

the	strategies	 I	use	 to	deal	with	 these	 issues.	First,	metis	knowledge	can	 imply	

that	 it	 does	 not	 change	 over	 time	 and	 that	 groups	 are	 internally	 homogenous.	

Second,	 arguing	 that	 incompatible	 metis	 knowledges	 leads	 to	 poorer	

employment	 outcomes	 can	 imply	 determinism.	 Third,	 word-based	 methods	

cannot	 fully	 represent	 metis	 knowledge,	 creating	 issues	 for	 describing	 and	

analysing	it.		

	

First,	 the	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 complements	 my	 critical	 approach	 to	

analysing	 policy	 and	 its	 outcomes	 by	 emphasising	 the	 differences	 between	

various	 metis	 knowledges.	 However,	 by	 doing	 this	 I	 am	 limited	 to	 observing	

differences	 in	metis	knowledges	at	 a	 certain	point	 in	 time,	when	 the	 interview	
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data	was	collected	over	several	months	in	2014.	Doing	so	can	suggest	that	metis	

knowledge	is	unchanging.	Scott	(1998:	335)	argues	that	metis	knowledge	is	not	

ahistorical	and	 is	 susceptible	 to	being	changed	and	replaced	with	standardised	

forms	 of	 knowledge	 by	 external	 forces	 such	 as	 physical	 mobility,	 formal	

education,	professional	 specialisation,	mass	media	and	 large-scale	bureaucratic	

capitalism.	Metis	 knowledge	may	 also	 be	 replaced	with	 or	 influenced	by	 other	

forms	 of	metis	 knowledge.	 That	 is,	 neoliberal	 governance	 can	 be	 successful	 in	

replacing	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 by	 inculcating	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	in	particular	instances.		

	

Another	limitation	associated	with	the	way	I	have	employed	metis	knowledge	is	

that	 it	 can	 imply	 homogeneity	 within	 social	 groups	 and	 ignore	 variations.	

Indigenous	Australians	represent	a	diverse	group,	who	may	not	share	the	same	

metis	 knowledge.	The	 respondents	whose	 interview	data	 I	 analysed	possessed	

different	socio-economic	characteristics	and	levels	of	attachment	to	mainstream	

work.	 For	 example,	 some	 respondents	 had	 a	 high	 level	 of	 attachment	 to	 the	

labour	market	and	displayed	values	and	attitudes	towards	work	that	align	with	

mainstream	norms,	while	others	displayed	culturally-distinct	values,	behaviours	

and	attitudes	that	did	not.	Many	respondents	expressed	difficulties	adjusting	to	

the	 demands	 of	 mainstream	workplaces,	 culminating	 in	 shame	 and	 shamejob,	

which	had	the	effect	of	discouraging	particular	job	seekers	from	finding	work	or	

workers	 from	continuing	 to	be	employed.	Drawing	out	differences	at	a	general	

level	can	risk	overlooking	variations	that	may	reveal	other	dynamics	that	result	

from	 the	 interaction	between	 governance	 and	metis	 knowledge.	Broad	 themes	
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were	 developed	 to	 make	 the	 two	 sets	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 amenable	 to	

comparison	and	highlight	the	limitations	of	governance.	

	

The	data	and	analysis	is	focused	on	Indigenous	people	living	in	Darwin.	Darwin	

possesses	 its	 own	 historical,	 cultural	 and	 socio-economic	 characteristics.	

Consequently,	 Darwin’s	 Indigenous	 residents	 do	 not	 necessarily	 represent	 the	

characteristics	of	urban	Indigenous	populations	elsewhere	in	Australia,	meaning	

the	 ability	 to	 make	 generalisations	 is	 limited.	 Contributing	 to	 this	 is	 the	 low	

population	size	of	the	Northern	Territory,	which	represents	a	small	sample	size.	

Indigenous	 residents	 of	 Darwin	 represent	 8.7	 per	 cent	 of	 the	 total	 Darwin	

population.	A	total	of	58,	248	Indigenous	people	reside	in	the	Northern	Territory	

(ABS,	2016).	This	 represents	8.9	per	cent	of	 the	 total	 Indigenous	population	 in	

Australia 649,171.	 The	 Northern	 Territory’s	 Indigenous	 population	 also	

experienced	the	effects	of	colonisation	more	recently	than	in	the	southern	states	

of	Australia.	However,	the	experience	of	dispossession	and	economic	and	social	

marginalisation	are	common	throughout	the	nation.		

	

Despite	 these	 factors,	 the	 Darwin	 context	 highlights	 the	 gap	 between	 policy	

intentions	and	outcomes	in	relation	to	attitudinal	factors	that	drive	employment	

outcomes,	 which	 have	 relevance	 in	 other	 urban	 areas	 with	 strong	 labour	

markets.	I	draw	on	international	and	national	literature	focusing	on	Indigenous	

employment	 issues,	which	 also	 suggests	 that	 the	Darwin	 case	 study	 presented	

here	 does	 resonate	 with	 national	 and	 international	 contexts	 and	 have	 some	

relevance	outside	of	the	Darwin	context.	
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Second,	arguing	that	incompatible	sets	of	metis	knowledge	cause	disadvantage	

can	imply	determinism.	As	stated	previously,	metis	knowledge	can	apply	to	

diverse	groups	who	possess	different	forms	of	metis	knowledge.	However,	many	

diverse	groups	integrate	and	succeed	within	mainstream	capitalist	structures	in	

Australia.	Many	Indigenous	people	are	also	successful	in	terms	of	mainstream	

employment	outcomes,	including	some	interview	respondents.	Metis	knowledge	

conceptual	frameworks	must	explain	the	diverse	outcomes	for	such	groups.		

	

The	secondary	dataset	used	for	analysis,	comprising	the	interview	material,	was	

not	directly	concerned	with	employment.	Therefore,	the	results	need	to	be	

interpreted	with	this	caveat	in	mind.	Respondents	may	have	provided	

alternative	answers	if	questions	directly	related	to	work	and	employment	had	

been	used	deliberately.	The	extent	of	these	potential	differences	is	difficult	to	

estimate.	However,	the	fact	that	interview	respondents	voluntarily	contributed	

their	experiences	at	the	workplace	and	attempts	to	find	work	is	telling.	This	

indicates	the	significance	of	work	for	many	respondents	and	reveals	the	multiple	

meanings	they	attached	to	it.		

	

Metis	knowledge	is	just	one	component	of	structural	disadvantage	amongst	

many	other	factors.	It	interacts	with	other	factors	and	may	be	more	or	less	

significant	in	determining	outcomes	in	particular	contexts.	Levels	of	employment	

for	Indigenous	Australians	living	in	Darwin	represent	the	outcome	of	a	particular	

cultural	and	historical	milieu.	Indigenous	Australians	share	a	common	history	of	

dispossession,	which	represents	one	of	the	ongoing	impacts	of	colonisation.	In	

addition,	particular	cultural	factors	cause	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	to	
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undermine	the	Australian	state’s	negative	incentives	to	become	work-ready.	

Respondents	expressed	a	general	sentiment	of	low	level	of	material	attachment	

coupled	with	an	emphasis	on	obligation	to	kin	through	circulating	goods.	This	

weakens	the	effectiveness	of	the	negative	incentives	used	to	encourage	some	

Indigenous	subjects	to	become	work-ready.	For	example,	the	loss	of	welfare	

benefits	might	not	have	a	major	impact	on	one’s	decision	to	find	work	or	not	if	

family	can	provide	support	when	needed.		

	

Third,	utilising	the	concept	of	metis	knowledge	presents	 issues	associated	with	

work-based	 methods.	 One	 of	 the	 central	 problems	 posed	 for	 this	 research	

presents	 a	 methodological	 limitation	 for	 the	 research	 itself.	 That	 is,	 if	 metis	

knowledge	is	a	tacit	phenomenon,	which	is	not	easily	transferred,	how	can	it	be	

represented,	studied	and	analysed	using	word-based	methods?	Textual	forms	of	

data	 are	 central	 to	 comprehending	 human	 social	 reality	 and	meaning-making.	

Interpretive	 policy	 analysis	 involves	 exploring	 multiple	 meanings	 and	 their	

ambiguities	by	using	word-based	methods	 (Yanow,	2007:	409).	 I	 aim	 to	 reveal	

how	particular	kinds	of	metis	knowledge	are	assumed	within	policy	discourse	of	

work-readiness	 and	 to	 highlight	 the	 kinds	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 expressed	 by	

Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work.	 I	 use	 word-based	 data	 sources	 to	 do	 this,	

including	interview	transcripts	and	policy	documents.	

	

Language	is	not	necessary	for	conceptual	thought	involving	metis	knowledge	or	

know-how.	 Know-how	 does	 not	 have	 to	 be	 encoded	 as	 linguistic	 or	 quasi-

linguistic	 expressions,	 nor	 is	 language	 causally	 operant	 in	 the	manifestation	 of	

metis	knowledge	(Wallis,	2008:	141).	A	methodological	implication	of	this	is	that	
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attempting	 to	 describe	 metis	 knowledge	 through	 a	 linguistic	 medium	 can	

transform	 it	 into	 a	 different	 logical	 form	 (Bloch,	 1994:	 281).	 Translating	 the	

cultural	realities	of	 Indigenous	people’s	perspectives	on	work	and	employment	

into	 the	 discreet	 themes	 and	 forms	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 involves	

compartmentalising	 and	 distilling	 them	 into	 pieces	 of	 linguistic	 information	

(Nadasdy,	 2003).	 Attempting	 to	 represent	 metis	 knowledge	 linguistically	 can	

alter	 it	 into	 an	 abstract	 classificatory	 schema,	 which	 can	 downplay	 its	 role	 in	

human	action	and	motivation.	Metis	knowledge	as	a	form	of	know-how	blurs	the	

distinction	 between	 skill	 and	 concept,	meaning	 it	 is	 transferred	 by	 experience	

and	practical	demonstration	rather	than	being	articulated	or	put	into	words.	As	

Sillitoe	 states	 (1998:	 229),	 people	 live	 rather	 than	 reflect	 on	 much	 of	 their	

knowledge,	 which	 poses	 problems	 for	 interpretive	 policy	 analysis	 that	 is	

embedded	 in	 a	 literate	 intellectual	 tradition.	 A	 taxonomy	 of	 metis	 knowledge	

may	not	be	able	to	capture	the	role	it	plays	in	motivating	individuals	to	action.	

	

Reducing	metis	 knowledge	 to	words	 also	 requires	 some	 degree	 of	 translation,	

which	 further	 complicates	 the	 job	 of	 interpreting,	 analysing	 and	 comparing	

different	kinds	of	metis	knowledge.	Using	words	and	concepts	can	misconstrue	

our	 comprehension	 about	 others’	 views	 and	 actions	 that	 are	 communicated	

through	 interviews.	 Translating	 is	 not	 neutral	 and	 can	 be	 distorted	 by	 the	

translator.	 The	 words	 and	 concepts	 I	 use	 to	 describe	 the	 metis	 knowledge	

promoted	 by	 policy	 documents	 may	 not	 represent	 the	 essence	 of	 metis	

knowledge	 as	 Indigenous	 interview	 respondents	 express	 it.	 Addressing	 the	

assumption	 that	 we	 can	 record	 and	 document	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	
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involves	acknowledging	that	it	is	not	fully	possible	to	understand	others	as	they	

understand	themselves	(Sillitoe,	1998:	229).		

	

Issues	 associated	 with	 portraying	 metis	 knowledge	 linguistically	 also	 affect	

critical	 discourse	 analysis	 (CDA)	 and	 the	 overarching	 governmentality	

framework.	CDA	 is	necessarily	word-based,	 as	 it	 attempts	 to	demonstrate	how	

language	 enacts	 power	 relations.	 Policy	 documents	 also	 portray	 metis	

knowledge	through	a	written	format	by	prescribing	certain	behaviours,	abilities	

and	 competencies.	 This	 means	 that	 some	 analytical	 and	 interpretational	

discretion	is	involved	in	codifying	and	examining	it	more	closely.	This	presents	a	

limit	 on	 accessing	 the	 ways	 in	 which	 policy-makers’	 embedded	 ideas	 about	

work-readiness	 are	 reflected	 in	 or	 shape	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy.	 My	

analysis	 and	 interpretations	 of	 policy	 documents	 is	 affected	 by	 my	 choice	 of	

documents	 and	 the	 words	 and	 concepts	 I	 use	 to	 describe	 them.	 In	 this	 way,	

describing	 how	 a	 population	 is	 governed	 through	 metis	 knowledge	 or	 not	 is	

limited	 by	 the	 discretionary	 nature	 of	 analysis.	 Researcher	 reflexivity	 and	

acknowledging	 the	 limitations	 of	 my	 own	 privileged	 position	 as	 a	 researcher	

take	 a	 central	 place	 in	 addressing	 this	 limitation.	 I	 apply	 this	 reflexivity	 to	my	

analysis	 of	 particular	 texts,	 in	 order	 explain	 and	 justify	 my	 interpretation	 of	

them.		
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4.7	Ethics	
	

	

I	 am	 analysing	 interview	 data	 from	 the	 ‘Telling	 it	 like	 it	 is’	 research	 project,	

which	 was	 granted	 ethics	 approval	 (Ethics	 Reference	 Number:	 HOO13799).	

Using	the	results	of	the	research	as	secondary	data	raises	ethical	issues	that	need	

to	 be	 addressed,	 as	 it	 involves	 Indigenous	 people.	 Past	 research	 focusing	 on	

Indigenous	 people	 has	 used	 incorrect	 assumptions	 and	 judgements	 of	

Indigenous	 values	 that	 have	had	harmful	 effects	 and	 extended	 colonial	 control	

over	 them	 by	 constituting	 them	 as	 the	 objects	 of	 knowledge.	 An	 important	

concern	 for	 this	 research	 project	 is	 confronting	 how	 I	 have	 addressed	 ethical	

concerns	relating	to	respecting	Indigenous	peoples’	cultural	distinctiveness	and	

making	a	beneficial	contribution	beyond	solely	knowledge	production.		

	

The	 National	 Health	 and	 Medical	 Research	 Council’s	 (NHMRC)	 (2003)	

‘Guidelines	 for	 ethical	 conduct	 in	 and	 Torres	 Strait	 Islander	 health	 research’	

outlines	 a	 set	 of	 suggested	 ethical	 principles	 to	 avoid	 this.	 These	 include	

reciprocity,	 respect,	 equality,	 responsibility,	 survival	 and	 protection,	 and	 spirit	

and	 integrity.	 In	 considering	 how	 I	 use	 interview	 data	 ethically	 I	 draw	 on	 the	

values	listed	above.	Broadly	stated,	these	principles	and	values	refers	to	how	the	

research	 advances	 the	 health	 or	 wellbeing	 of	 participants,	 making	 sure	 the	

wishes	 of	 respondents	 are	 respected	 and	 protected,	 supporting	 and	 valuing	

Indigenous	 cultural	 values	 on	 their	 own	 terms.	 Upholding	 the	 principle	 of	

equality	means	aiming	to	improve	employment	outcomes	to	be	on	par	with	non-
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Indigenous	 levels,	 but	 not	 through	 forcing	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 adopt	

mainstream	societal	values.		

	

The	 NHMRC’s	 Indigenous	 research	 guidelines	 speak	 to	 a	 decolonising	 agenda.	

That	is,	research	should	fundamentally	transform	the	institutional	and	epistemic	

conditions	 of	 life	 and	 thought	 for	 Indigenous	 and	 non-Indigenous	 people	

(Morgensen,	 2012:	 805).	 Exposing	 the	 normative	 and	 neoliberal	 forms	 of	

governing	 through	 work-readiness	 as	 non-Indigenous	 and	 colonial	 de-

naturalises	 power	 relations	 within	 settler	 societies.	 Incorporating	 the	 ethical	

principles	 outlined	 above	 into	 this	 research	 involves	 utilising	 Indigenous	

respondents’	data	in	a	way	that	emphasises	their	own	values	and	demonstrating	

how	poor	policy	outcomes	are	the	result	of	the	failure	to	properly	acknowledge	

Indigenous	perspectives	on	work,	and	the	values	implicit	in	these.	

	

	

4.8	Conclusion	
	

Indigenous	 Australians	 and	 their	 culture	 have	 often	 been	 the	 objects	 of	 study.	

There	 is	 a	 need	 to	 make	 Australian	 government	 policy,	 and	 by	 implication	

mainstream	Australian	 societal	 values,	 the	 object	 of	 study	 in	 order	 to	 create	 a	

fuller	 picture	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 discourses	 and	 their	 effects.	

Studying	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 employment	 in	 isolation	 could	 be	

considered	 as	 contributing	 to	 what	 Atwood	 and	 Arnold	 (1992)	 term	

‘Aboriginalism’.	 The	 term	 describes	 how	 the	 production	 of	 authoritative	 and	

essentialist	 truths	about	Indigenous	people	 is	also	an	enactment	of	power	over	
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them.	Making	 Indigenous	 people	 objects	 of	 knowledge	 is	 disempowering,	 as	 it	

presumes	 non-Indigenous	 people	 are	 the	 dispensers	 of	 truth	 about	 needs	 or	

requirements,	 which	 also	 gives	 them	 control	 (Nakata,	 2007).	 The	 overarching	

comparative	 and	 critical	 nature	 of	 the	 methodology	 used	 here	 attempts	 to	

overcome	Aboriginalism	by	making	the	Australian	state	an	object	of	study.		

	

This	chapter	has	outlined	and	explained	the	methodology	and	methods	used	to	

analyse	 interview	 data	 and	 policy	 documents	 and	 to	 answer	 the	 research	

questions	set	out	above.	The	approach	to	data	analysis	is	broadly	interpretative,	

with	an	emphasis	on	combining	comparative	and	critical	approaches	to	explore	

the	fit	between	the	different	kinds	of	metis	knowledges	and	the	implications	of	

this	 for	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy.	 This	 mixed	 methodology	 includes	 a	

bricolage	 of	 theories	 involving	 governmentality,	 neoliberal	 governance,	 metis	

knowledge	and	standpoint	theory.	Using	this	variety	of	conceptual	approaches	is	

appropriate	 for	 engaging	 with	 the	 viewpoints	 expressed	 in	 within	 the	 two	

different	 sets	 of	 data.	 On	 the	 one	 hand,	 the	 combined	 critical/comparative	

approach	 aims	 to	 denaturalise	 the	 epistemological	 assumptions	 of	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 it	 also	 attempts	 to	 establish	 ongoing	

reflexivity	 by	 acknowledging	my	 own	 perspective	 and	 incorporating	 interview	

respondents’	 perspectives	 in	 order	 to	 compare	 them	 with	 and	 critique	 policy	

discourses.	Using	word-based	methods	is	a	key	limitation	of	this	study,	although	

the	inbuilt	reflexivity	of	my	methodology	attempts	to	address	this.		
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Chapter	5:	Indigenous	employment	policy:	three	components	
of	work	readiness	discourse		
	

	

5.1	Introduction	
	

	

An	overarching	aim	of	Indigenous	employment	policy	is	to	transform	Indigenous	

subjectivities	 in	 accordance	 with	 mainstream,	 market-centric	 norms	 by	

expecting	Indigenous	subjects	to	possess	work-readiness	skills	and	knowledges.	

Examining	 the	 limits	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy’s	 ability	 to	 accomplish	

this	requires	examining	the	discursive	strategies	by	which	it	operates.	I	apply	a	

critical	 discourse	 analysis	 methodology	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

documents	 to	 demonstrate	 and	 define	 three	 constitutive	 themes	 of	 work-

readiness	 discourse.	 First,	 work-readiness	 discourse	 emphasises	 the	

transferability	 of	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 Second,	 policy	 documents	

suggest	that	it	is	the	responsibility	of	Indigenous	people	to	learn	work-readiness	

metis	knowledge	and	apply	it	appropriately.	Third,	policy	documents	generate	a	

picture	of	what	a	work-ready	individual	looks	like,	and	link	this	with	the	positive	

effects	of	work	on	wellbeing.	

	

A	key	finding	is	that	Indigenous	employment	policy	articulates	and	disseminates	

the	 concept	 of	 ‘work-readiness’,	 which	 operates	 normatively	 as	 a	 discourse	 to	

extend	 governmental	 control	 over	 Indigenous	 lives.	 The	 notions	 of	 work-

readiness,	employability	skills	and	competencies	are	used	in	a	rhetorical	way	to	

position	certain	social	practices	as	part	of	a	broader	neoliberal	discourse	about	
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work	 and	 employment	 (Edwards	 and	 Nicoll,	 2004:	 180).	 Discursive	 strategies	

within	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 define	 what	 a	 labouring	

subject	looks	like,	what	knowledge	they	possess	and	how	they	can	obtain	it.	This	

endorses	 assumptions	 about	 what	 is	 counted	 as	 legitimate	 metis	 knowledge,	

how	 it	 can	be	attained	and	who	 is	 recognised	as	a	person	who	 is	 ‘work-ready’.	

That	 is,	 it	 contributes	 to	 a	 portrayal	 of	 politically	 sanctioned	 work-readiness	

metis	 knowledge.	 This	 includes	 certain	 skills	 and	 knowledges	 promoted	 by	

policy	 documents	 that	 are	 linked	 to	 behaviourist	 notions	 of	 the	 competencies	

necessary	for	becoming	a	work-ready	active	citizen.	A	consequence	of	this	is	to	

extend	 control	 over	 Indigenous	 lives,	 by	 positioning	 them	 as	 responsible	 for	

failing	to	become	work-ready,	and	hence	in	need	of	further	training.	

	

	

5.2	Three	components	of	work-readiness	discourse	
	

5.2.1	Transferable	skills,	knowledge	and	competencies		
	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 represent	 the	 notions	 of	 ‘skills’	 and	

‘competencies’	in	a	way	that	emphasises	their	transferable	qualities,	contributing	

to	 a	 key	 component	 of	work-readiness	 discourse.	 Transferability	 suggests	 that	

work-readiness	 knowledges	 and	 skills	 are	 universal	 and	 can	 be	 taught	 and	

learned	irrespective	of	differences	in	cultural	context,	values	or	preferences.	An	

effect	of	this	is	to	alienate	those	who	do	not	share	the	socio-cultural	contexts	or	

norms	 that	 shape	 conceptions	 of	 work-readiness.	 Policy	 documents	 represent	

knowledge	 as	 a	 commodity,	 by	 portraying	 the	 government	 as	 active	 providers	
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and	 Indigenous	 people	 as	 passive	 recipients	 of	 work-ready	 metis	 knowledge.	

Policy	 documents	 rely	 on	 the	 concept	 of	 competencies	 to	 define	 this	 as	 a	

narrowly	 behaviouristic	 conception	 of	 knowledge.	 I	 apply	 a	 textual	 analysis	 of	

micro-discursive	 techniques	 to	 the	 following	 policy	 documents	 in	 order	 to	

demonstrate	this	aspect	of	work-readiness	discourse:	

	

1. The	Coalition’s	Policy	on	Indigenous	Employment,	(2013)	

2. Executive	 summary:	 Vocational	 Training	 and	 Employment	 Centres,	

Generation	One,	Australian	Employment	Covenant,	(2012)	

3. Closing	the	Gap	Prime	Minister’s	Report,	(2013)	

4. Indigenous	 Economic	 Development	 Strategy	 2011–2018,	 Department	 of	

Families,	Housing,	Community	Services	and	Indigenous	Affairs	(FaHCSIA),	

(2011)	

5. Employability	 Skills:	 From	 Framework	 to	 Practice,	 Department	 of	

Education,	Science	and	Training,	(2006)	

	

These	 texts	 represent	 political	 rhetoric,	 prospective	 policy	 plans,	 and	 private	

service	providers’	aims.	Together	they	demonstrate	the	telos	of	government,	or	

the	 imagined	 outcome	 that	 government	 believes	 it	 can	 create.	 Each	 of	 these	

documents	 is	 connected	 and	 together	 they	 sustain	 and	 disseminate	 work-

readiness	 discourse.	 The	 first	 four	 of	 these	 documents	 refer	 to	 the	 principal	

document,	 National	 Partnership	 Agreement	 on	 Indigenous	 Economic	

Participation.	 The	 fifth	 document	 outlines	 the	 curriculum	 and	 standards	 that	

training	providers	 funded	under	 Indigenous	employment	policies	 are	 expected	

to	follow.		
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I	apply	a	transitivity	analysis	to	these	documents	and	reveal	the	assumptions	in	

relation	 to	 the	 transferability	 of	 work-readiness	metis	 knowledge.	 Transitivity	

analysis	 involves	 identifying	 a	 verb	 and	 the	patterns	 associated	with	 that	 verb	

process,	 including	 types	 of	 doing	 (material	 processes),	 sensing	 (mental	

processes),	 saying	 (verbal	 processes),	 being	 (relational	 processes)	 and	

behaviour	(behavioural	processes)	(Janks,	1997:	336).	That	is,	a	focused	analysis	

of	the	use	of	verbs	associated	with	certain	actors	in	the	text	reveals	what	actors	

do	 to	 other	 actors	 or	 have	 done	 to	 them.	 Across	 all	 these	 policy	 documents,	

fragments	of	text	referring	to	‘skills’	or	‘competencies’	were	analysed	to	show	the	

way	in	which	certain	verbs	had	been	used	in	relation	to	certain	actors.	Selected	

text	fragments	below	illustrate	this:	

	

Table	9.	Transitivity	analysis	of	policy	documents	

Verbs	used	in	relation	to	the	government	
Activity/Verb	 Process	
	‘Achieving	real	change	in	economic	outcomes	
for	Indigenous	Australians	requires	all	
governments,	the	private	sector	and	the	
broader	community	to	work	in	partnership	to	
improve	access	to	economic	opportunities	for	
Indigenous	Australians	and	provide	the	
support	required	to	ensure	Indigenous	
Australians	have	the	skills	and	ability	to	take	
up	the	opportunities	available.’	(Closing	the	
Gap	Prime	Minister’s	Report,	2013)	

The	verbs	‘improve	access’,	‘to	work	in	
partnership’	and	‘provide	the	support	required	
are	material	processes,	where	the	main	actors	
are	the	government	and	the	private	sector	who	
have	the	goal	of	improving	Indigenous	people’s	
skills.	The	active	voice	specifies	these	actors	as	
the	ones	who	perform	the	task	of	teaching.	

‘More	can	and	should	be	done	to	ensure	
Indigenous	training	and	employment	services	
are	properly	targeted	and	administered	and	
connect	unemployed	Indigenous	people	with	
real	jobs.	All	employment	programmes	must	be	
effective	in	delivering	real	skills,	competencies	
and	jobs	for	unemployed	Indigenous	
Australians.’	(The	Coalition’s	Policy	on	
Indigenous	Employment)	

‘Ensure’,	‘connect’	and	‘delivering’	are	material	
processes,	which	are	performed	by	the	
government.	
	

‘Building	the	skills,	knowledge	and	capacity	of	
Indigenous	Australians	to	compete	for	jobs	in	
the	labour	market,	including	overcoming	
individual	barriers	to	employment,	is	a	key	
element	of	the	Government’s	strategy	for	

‘Building	the	skills’	and	‘Assistance	to	build	
foundations’	are	material	processes,	in	which	
the	government	is	involved	in	the	act	of	
creating	skills.	
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closing	the	gap	on	employment	outcomes.	
Assistance	to	build	foundation	and	vocational	
skills,	become	job	ready	and	embark	on	a	
career	is	delivered	through	a	range	of	
mainstream	and	Indigenous	specific	programs.’	
(Closing	the	Gap	Prime	Minister’s	Report,	
2013)	
	
	‘Prioritising	investment	in	education	will	not	
only	close	the	gap	in	educational	attainment,	it	
will	also	equip	young	Indigenous	Australians	
with	the	skills	they	need	to	thrive	in	the	
workplace.’	(Indigenous	Economic	
Development	Strategy,	2011)		

The	term	‘equip’	implies	that	it	is	the	
government	that	proffers	skills	to	Indigenous	
people	indirectly	through	investment.		

‘Helping	more	Indigenous	adults	gain	the	skills	
and	confidence	they	need	to	be	ready	for	work’	
(Indigenous	Economic	Development	Strategy,	
2011)	

The	government	is	the	actor	behind	the	
‘helping’	which	then	allows	Indigenous	people	
to	“gain”	skills.	Here	Indigenous	people’s	
agency	is	secondary	to	and	is	a	product	of	the	
government’s	primary	act	of	helping.		

	
Verbs	used	in	relation	to	Indigenous	people	
Activity/Verb	 Process		
‘Indigenous	jobseekers	are	also	frustrated	
because	training	does	not	necessarily	lead	to	
jobs;	many	report	being	ashamed	and	
embarrassed	by	their	lack	of	education,	
literacy	and	work-readiness’	(Generation	One,	
2012)	

The	terms	‘being	ashamed	and	embarrassed’	
are	mental	processes,	asserting	that	
Indigenous	people	have	negative	feelings	due	
to	a	lack	of	skills.	

‘Employment	programmes	must	be	effective	in	
delivering	real	skills,	competencies	and	jobs	for	
unemployed	Indigenous	Australians’	(The	
Coalition’s	Policy	on	Indigenous	Employment,	
2013)	
	
	‘to	ensure	that	Indigenous	Australians	have	
the	right	skills	and	experience	to	participate	in	
the	workforce’	(Closing	the	Gap	Prime	
Minister’s	Report,	2013)	

‘Delivering	real	skills,	competencies	and	jobs’	
and	‘to	ensure’	are	both	material	processes	
positioned	in	the	passive	voice.	Indigenous	
people	have	the	delivery	done	for	them.	The	
term	‘have	the	right	skills’	indicates	a	
relational	process,	in	which	Indigenous	people	
possess	skills	and	ability.	

‘disadvantaged	Australians	who	lack	those	
basic	skills	must	be	supported	to	acquire	them’	
(Indigenous	Economic	Development	Strategy,	
2011)	
	
‘Unemployed	Indigenous	Australians	need	a	
hand-up	into	entry-level	jobs	and	intense	
support	to	stay	there	and	build	a	career.	New	
employees	who	have	never	worked	cannot	be	
expected	to	understand	formal	and	informal	
workplace	rules	if	no-one	takes	the	time	to	
explain’	(Generation	One,	2012)	

‘disadvantaged	Australians’	and	‘new	
employees	refer	to	Indigenous	people.	Verbs	
including	‘must	be	supported’,	‘takes	the	time	
to	explain’	indicate	a	material	process	in	the	
passive	voice.	Indigenous	people	are	the	
recipients	of	the	government’s	actions.		
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‘Strong	financial	management	skills	are	
essential	to	ensure	that	Indigenous	people	are	
able	to	maximise	the	use	of	their	income	and	
assets	to	prosper	now	and	into	the	future’	
(Closing	the	Gap	Prime	Minister’s	Report,	
2013)	

The	term	‘to	ensure	that	Indigenous	people	are	
able’	implies	that	Indigenous	people’s	ability	
and	agency	is	a	product	of	the	government’s	
actions.		

	

	

The	lists	of	verbs	used	in	relation	to	government	and	Indigenous	people	reveals	

that	 the	 government	 is	 often	 represented	 as	 an	 actor	 that	 performs	 material	

processes	 in	 the	 active	 voice.	 In	 contrast,	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 portrayed	 as	

having	 things	 done	 to	 them,	 exemplified	 by	 the	 use	 of	 verbs	 that	 conveyed	

relational	 processes	 and	 with	 the	 passive	 voice.	 Material,	 mental,	 verbal	 or	

relational	 processes	 are	 not	 necessarily	 superior	 or	 inferior	 to	 one	 another	

(Janks,	 1997:	 337).	 However,	 constructing	 Indigenous	 people	 with	 fewer	

material	 processes,	 more	 mental	 processes	 and	 mostly	 in	 the	 passive	 voice,	

suggests	 they	 are	 unable	 to	 act	 (and	 in	 this	 case	 obtain	 skills)	 except	 with	

intervention	and	support	 from	government.	Here,	 the	government	 ‘does’	 things	

like	 teaching	 skills,	 while	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 at	 the	 receiving	 end	 of	 the	

government’s	actions	and	either	‘have’	skills	or	‘acquire’	them	and	are	improved	

by	government.		

	

In	 addition	 to	 indicating	 which	 actors	 do	 what	 to	 whom,	 the	 use	 of	 material	

processes	 also	 indicates	 that	 the	 term	 ‘skills’	 has	 been	 used	 as	 a	 noun.	

Government	 and	 service	 providers	 perform	 actions	 such	 as	 ‘improve	 access’,	

‘provide	 the	 support	 required,	 ‘ensure’,	 ‘connect’,	 ‘delivering’,	 ‘building’	 and	

‘equip’	in	relation	to	skills.	When	skills	and	knowledge	are	used	as	nouns	in	this	

way	 they	 are	 portrayed	 as	 things	 that	 people	 have	 rather	 than	 do.	 Knowledge	
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and	skills	are	represented	as	things	that	can	be	separated	from	the	minds	of	their	

thinkers	 and	 transferred,	 imparted,	 cultivated	 or	 inculcated	 into	 other	 minds	

(Yanow,	2004:	10).	Describing	knowledge	in	this	way	suggests	an	objectification	

or	 commodification	 of	 knowledge,	 meaning	 it	 can	 be	 extrapolated	 from	 its	

original	 context	and	applied	elsewhere	 (Yanow,	2004:	15).	Taken	 together,	 the	

portrayal	 of	 the	 government	 as	 an	 active	 agent	 and	 the	 use	 of	 the	 term	

‘knowledge’	 as	 a	 noun	 portrays	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 as	

transferrable.		

	

While	 conducting	 literature	 searches	of	 policy	documents,	 I	 found	 few	 focused	

definitions	 of	 work-readiness	 knowledge.	 However,	 I	 was	 able	 to	 identify	 the	

characteristics	of	the	specific	skills	and	knowledges	involved	in	becoming	work-

ready	by	investigating	the	concept	of	‘competencies’.	In	relation	to	employment,	

competencies	 can	 be	 understood	 as	 theoretical	 constructs	 and	 hypothetical	

psychological	 processes	 that	 include	 cognitive,	 emotional,	 motivational,	 social	

and	behavioural	components	(Rychen,	2001:	8).	However,	there	is	not	a	single	or	

neutral	definition	of	what	comprises	competencies.	Rychen	(2001:	6)	notes	that	

the	 foundations	 for	 defining	 and	 selecting	 a	 set	 of	 key	 competencies	 are	

normative,	 as	 they	 incorporate	 underlying	 conceptions	 of	 what	 constitutes	 a	

good	life,	a	good	society,	and	goals	for	human	socio-economic	development.	That	

is,	 particular	 definitions	 of	 competencies	 uphold	 particular	 discourses.	 Here,	

competencies	are	defined	according	to	what	individuals	need	to	do	to	find	and	to	

hold	down	a	job	from	an	employer’s	perspective	and	the	needs	of	the	economy	

(Wheelan,	 2007:	 643).	 The	 language	 of	 competencies	 also	 underlines	 the	
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assumption	 that	 the	 skills	 and	 knowledge	 connected	 to	 becoming	 work-ready	

can	be	taught	and	learned	irrespective	of	cultural	context.		

	

The	 Employability	 Skills	 document	 outlines	 ‘key	 competencies’	 and	 is	 a	

government	 publication	 as	 well	 as	 a	 curriculum	 that	 lists	 the	 skills	 and	

knowledge	 deemed	 necessary	 for	 successful	 participation	 in	 the	 workforce	 as	

defined	 by	 employers.	 This	 list	 originates	 from	 a	 2002	 federal	 government-

funded	 report	 titled	 Employability	 Skills	 for	 the	 Future,	 created	 by	 industry	

groups,	 employers	 and	 government	 (DEST,	 2006).	 Employability	 skills	 are	 an	

inherent	 part	 of	 training	 packages	 and	 defining	 units	 of	 competency.	 The	

Employability	Skills	framework	is	connected	to	Indigenous	employment	policies	

and	programs,	including	Closing	the	Gap	and	Job	Services	Australia,	which	fund	

private	 services	 to	 deliver	 training	 that	 includes	 these	 skills.	 As	 a	 curriculum	

created	by	government,	it	contains	instructional	language	to	transmit	specialised	

competencies	 and	 produce	 a	 representation	 and	 specification	 of	 work-ready	

knowledge	 and	 skills	 (Jones	 and	 Moore,	 1995:	 84).	 This	 document	 has	 a	

discursive	effect,	as	it	asserts	that	its	representation	of	competency	is	empirically	

real	 and	 is	 a	 reflection	 of	 what	 work-readiness	 is.	 It	 is	 therefore	 an	 explicitly	

prescriptive	text	and	an	important	component	of	how	work-readiness	discourse	

is	constructed	and	defined.		

	

The	 Employability	 Skills	 document	 provides	 an	 example	 of	 a	 list	 of	 generic	

competencies	and	attributes	defined	by	employers	that	outline	the	specific	skills	

and	knowledges	needed	for	becoming	work-ready.	
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Competencies	include:	

• Communication	

• Team	work	

• Problem	solving	

• Initiative	and	enterprise	

• Planning	and	organising	

• Self-management	

• Learning		

• Technology	

	

Attributes	include:	

• Loyalty	

• Commitment		

• Honesty	and	integrity		

• Reliability		

• Enthusiasm		

• Personal	presentation		

• Common	sense		

• Positive	self-esteem		

• A	sense	of	humour		

• Motivation		

• Adaptability		

• Ability	to	deal	with	pressure		

• A	balanced	attitude	to	work	and	home	life	
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The	competencies	list	stands	as	a	discreet	example	of	how	government	conceives	

work-readiness	knowledge.	 I	 examine	 two	of	 these	 interactional	 competencies,	

‘team	work’	and	‘communication’,	and	the	range	of	related	skills	and	knowledge	

associated	with	them	to	demonstrate	how	they	are	represented	as	transferrable.	

The	 interactional	 and	 contextual	 nature	 of	 ‘team	 work’	 and	 ‘communication’	

means	 they	 stand	 as	 explicit	 examples	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 reflect	 the	

qualities	 of	 neoliberal	 conceptions	 of	 work-readiness	 in	 two	 ways.	 First,	

teamwork	 and	 communication	 are	 forms	 of	 procedural	 or	 metis	 knowledge,	

specifically	 relating	 to	 social	 interaction.	 Being	 able	 to	 work	 with	 others	 in	 a	

team	 and	 communicate	 with	 them	 means	 knowing	 how	 to	 adjust	 to	 others’	

actions,	values	and	gestures	by	knowing	how	and	when	to	speak.	Knowledge	of	

this	 kind	 is	 expressed	 and	 learnt	 in	 practice.	 Second,	 the	 focus	 on	 social	

interaction	 echoes	 the	 neoliberal	 nature	 of	work-readiness.	 These	 abilities	 are	

highly	 valued	 in	 a	 context	 where	 competition	 partly	 relies	 on	 entrepreneurial	

relations	 and	 building	 social	 networks	 (Davies,	 2011:	 403).	 Work	 and	 work-

readiness	 in	 the	 context	 of	 mobility,	 flexibility	 and	 service-based	 employment	

requires	 tacit	 social	 knowledge,	 a	 form	 of	 knowing	 about	 how	 to	 interact	

persuasively	 and	 effectively,	 which	 draws	 on	 the	 skills	 of	 active	 listening	 and	

knowing	 when	 and	 how	 to	 speak	 (Rennstam	 and	 Lee	 Ashcraft,	 2013:	 8).	

Accompanying	 this	 are	 related	 skills,	 including	 problem-solving	 and	 strategic	

brokering	activities	with	an	emphasis	on	human	contact	and	interaction	(Hardt,	

1999:	 95).	 Social	 skills,	 personality,	 and	 personal	 relations	 are	 central	 to	 this	

kind	of	knowledge.	These	aspects	of	 teamwork	and	communication	make	them	

ideal	sites	for	analysis	of	how	they	are	presented	in	policy	documents:		
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Team	 work:	 that	 contributes	 to	 productive	 working	 relationships	 and	
outcomes	
•	 Working	 across	 different	 ages	 irrespective	 of	 gender,	 race,	 religion	 or	
political	persuasion	
•	Working	as	an	individual	and	as	a	member	of	a	team	
•	Knowing	how	to	define	a	role	as	part	of	the	team	
•	Applying	 team	work	 to	a	 range	of	 situations	 e.g.	 futures	planning,	 crisis	
problem	solving	
•	Identifying	the	strengths	of	the	team	members	
•	Coaching	and	mentoring	 skills	 including	giving	 feedback	 (Employability	
Skills:	From	Framework	to	Practice,	2006)	
	
Communication:	 that	 contributes	 to	 productive	 and	 harmonious	 relations	
across	employees	and	customers	
•	Listening	and	understanding	
•	Speaking	clearly	and	directly	
•	Writing	to	the	needs	of	the	audience	
•	Negotiating	responsively	
•	Reading	independently	
•	Empathising	
•	Speaking	and	writing	in	languages	other	than	English	
•	Using	numeracy	
•	Understanding	the	needs	of	internal	and	external	customers	
•	Persuading	effectively	
•	Establishing	and	using	networks	
•	Being	assertive	
•	Sharing	information	(Employability	Skills:	From	Framework	to	Practice,	
2006)		

	

The	 layout	 of	 the	 document	 reveals	 how	 these	 two	 competencies	 are	

represented	 as	 being	behaviouristic	 and	 atomistic,	 suggesting	 that	 they	 can	be	

assessed.	 ‘Team	 work’	 and	 ‘communication’	 are	 portrayed	 as	 separate	

competencies	 that	 are	 comprised	of	 numerous	 individual	 and	discreet	 abilities	

and	 skills.	 Utilising	 a	 list	 format	 for	 categorising	 competencies	 and	 individual	

abilities	 and	 actions	 within	 them	 makes	 each	 skill	 and	 ability	 visible	 and	

amenable	 to	 assessment.	 Representing	 ‘skills’	 as	 disaggregated,	 individualised	

skills	 and	 performance	 criteria	 in	 this	 way	 makes	 them	 suited	 to	 the	 policy	

context.	They	can	be	operationalised	simply	and	externally	monitored,	measured	
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and	 assessed	 according	 to	 standards	 of	 performance	 (Jones	 and	Moore,	 1995:	

81).	 Emphasising	 the	 transferable	 and	 measurable	 nature	 of	 work-readiness	

metis	knowledge	also	contributes	 to	a	conceptual	slippage	between	knowledge	

and	information	(Bacchi,	2009:	240)	

	

A	behaviourist	notion	of	 competency	 is	 implicit	within	 the	Employability	Skills	

framework.	It	conceives	of	competencies	as	discreet	behaviours	associated	with	

the	 completion	 of	 atomistic	 tasks	 that	 help	 an	 organisation,	 for	 example:	

‘Communication:	that	contributes	to	productive	and	harmonious	relations	across	

employees	 and	 customers’	 (Employability	 Skills:	 From	 Framework	 to	 Practice,	

2006).	 Here,	 the	 behaviours	 and	 skills	 associated	 with	 communication	 are	

described	and	validated	in	terms	of	their	productive	contribution.		

	

Focusing	 on	 empirically	 defined	 performance	 standards	 that	 are	 productive	

assumes	 the	 possibility	 of	 an	 unproblematic	 consensus	 of	 definitions	 and	

judgements	of	what	competencies	are	and	their	utility	(Jones	and	Moore,	1995:	

79).	 Conceptualising	 competencies	 in	 this	way	 also	decontextualises	 individual	

actions	in	order	to	makes	those	skills	more	visible	and	standard	across	different	

contexts.	 Jones	and	Moore	 (1995:	80)	note	 the	uncertainty	about	 the	ability	 to	

transfer	 behaviourist	 notions	 of	 competencies,	which	 are	 best	 conceived	 as	 an	

underlying	 generative	 capacity	 needed	 for	 intelligent	 performance	 in	 specific	

situations.	Competencies	are	holistic,	meaning	they	are	complex	and	contextual	

in	nature	and	difficult	to	transfer.	They	are	closely	linked	with	culture	and	social	

practice,	 and	 are	 a	 form	 of	metis	 knowledge,	 as	 they	 are	 also	 tacit,	 informally	
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acquired,	 contextual,	 located	 in	 practice	 and	 culturally	 embedded	 (Jones	 and	

Moore,	1995:	88).		

	

	‘Team-work’	 and	 ‘communication’	 competencies	 reflect	 this	 complexity	 in	 five	

different	 ways.	 First,	 they	 are	 comprised	 of	 more	 than	 just	 behavioural	

components;	 they	 include	 cognitive	 as	well	 as	motivational,	 ethical,	 and	 social	

factors.	Second,	they	are	interactional,	as	they	are	designed	to	enable	individuals	

to	 participate	 effectively	 in	 different	 but	 relevant	 social	 fields	 (Rychen,	 2001:	

11).	 Third,	 they	 involve	mental	 complexity	 by	 requiring	 abstract	 thinking	 and	

self-reflection	 to	 distance	 oneself	 from	 one’s	 own	 values.	 Fourth,	 they	 are	

composed	 of	 know-how,	 analytical,	 critical	 thinking	 skills	 and	 common	 sense	

(Rychen,	 2001:	 12).	 Fifth,	 they	 are	 connected	 to	 attributes,	 meaning	 that	

individual	personality	or	 identity	 is	 important	 to	 learning	and	competing	work	

tasks	properly.		

	

The	competencies	 listed	above	are	broad	and	have	several	 characteristics	 that,	

when	 understood	 in	 a	 holistic	way,	 highlight	 their	 complex	 characteristics.	 An	

example	 from	 the	 skills	 framework	 includes	 ‘Writing	 to	 the	 needs	 of	 the	

audience’.	This	is	a	complex	task,	which	cannot	be	separated	from	its	context,	the	

writer’s	 cultural	 background	 or	 that	 of	 the	 audience.	 It	 is	 portrayed	 as	 a	

disaggregated	 task,	 but	 assumes	 that	 the	 writer	 knows	 what	 the	 audience’s	

needs	are	and	how	to	write	accordingly.		

	

Defining	 the	 knowledge	 needed	 for	 working	 and	 finding	 work	 as	 transferable	

implies	 that	 it	 is	 universal.	 However,	 transferable	 work-readiness	 skills	 and	
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knowledges	do	not	necessarily	accommodate	 the	cultural	context	of	 those	who	

inhabit	a	cultural	minority.	Work-readiness	competencies	are	defined	according	

to	the	demands	of	the	workplace,	meaning	they	represent	the	official	definitions	

of	 what	 counts	 as	 competent	 behaviour	 and	 expect	 others	 to	 adopt	 these	

definitions.	In	this	way,	the	Employability	Skills	document	does	not	take	account	

of	 Indigenous	 cultural	 differences.	 Work-readiness	 discourse	 has	 the	 effect	 of	

excluding	those	who	may	not	share	the	same	norms	or	values.	

	

	

5.2.2	Indirect	pedagogy		
	

A	second	major	theme	of	work-readiness	discourse	defines	how	work-readiness	

metis	 knowledge	 can	 be	 attained	 and	 used	 properly.	 My	 analysis	 of	 policy	

documents	 reveals	 how	 particular	 discursive	 strategies	 promote	 the	 use	 of	

indirect	measures	to	encourage	Indigenous	people	to	take	responsibility	for	their	

own	 learning	 and	 become	 employed	 of	 their	 own	 accord.	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 contains	 a	 suite	 of	 different	 programs	 that	 attempt	 to	

transmit	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 These	 include	 for	 example;	 pre-

employment	 development,	 job-specific	 skills	 training,	 mentoring,	 post-

placement	 support	 for	 the	 employee	 and	 direct	 managers,	 workplace	 cultural	

competency,	and	career	development.	 I	do	not	 investigate	how	these	programs	

and	 other	 discreet	 measures	 used	 to	 transfer	 knowledge	 are	 portrayed,	 but	

instead	how	policy	documents	represent	the	actors	involved	in	transmitting	and	

acquiring	 knowledge.	 Specifically,	 policy	 documents	 represent	 the	 relationship	

between	institutions,	individuals,	and	society	in	a	way	that	places	responsibility	
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for	learning	with	individuals	by	encouraging	them	to	learn	how	to	learn.	That	is,	

unemployed	 Indigenous	 subjects	 must	 not	 only	 acquire	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	by	taking	the	 initiative	and	responsibility	 to	 learn	 it	 themselves	but	

must	 use	 this	 to	 continually	 learn	 new	 skills.	 I	 analyse	 policy	 document	 data	

organised	 into	 the	 themes	 of	 ‘Instruction	 and	 pedagogy’,	 ‘Passive	

encouragement’	 and	 ‘Social	 inclusion’.	 Together	 these	 themes	 illustrate	 how	

work-readiness	discourse	positions	the	state	as	acting	at	a	distance,	while	using	

the	notion	of	social	 inclusion	 to	portray	unemployment	as	a	problem	of	an	un-

inclusive	society,	while	making	Indigenous	people	take	responsibility	for	cultural	

competency	in	the	workplace.	

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 relies	 on	 Indigenous	 people	 being	 willing	 to	

supply	 their	 labour,	which	government	 can	 control	 only	 indirectly	 through	 the	

practical	 implementation	 mechanism	 of	 allocating	 funds	 to	 work-readiness	

training	providers.	In	this	way	a	central	target	of	policy	is	a	transaction	between	

unemployed	Indigenous	people	and	private	employers,	which	 is	determined	by	

preferences	 for	 work,	 employers’	 preferences	 for	 hiring	 people,	 and	 labour	

market	 conditions,	which	 are	 outside	 the	 sphere	 of	 direct	 government	 control	

(Elmore,	1979:	615).	This	arrangement	is	prevalent	in	the	Indigenous	Economic	

Development	 Strategy	 2011–2018	 document,	which	 contributes	 to	 the	 Closing	

the	Gap	policy	framework:	

		

Closing	the	Gap	also	requires	us	to	work	in	partnership	with	the	state	and	
territory	governments,	 businesses,	 not	 for	profit	 organisations,	 Indigenous	
Australians	 and	 the	 wider	 community.	 Importantly,	 individuals	 must	 also	
take	 responsibility	 for	getting	and	keeping	a	 job.	This	 Strategy	provides	a	
framework	for	us	to	work	in	partnership	to	improve	the	economic	situation	
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of	 Indigenous	Australians	 (Department	 of	 Families,	 Housing,	 Community	
Services	and	Indigenous	Affairs,	2011).	

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 promote	 the	 idea	 that	 Indigenous	

people	are	expected	to	take	responsibility	for	their	own	learning.	I	apply	a	lexical	

analysis	of	policy	documents	to	show	how	the	government	is	portrayed	as	acting	

at	a	distance	 to	provide	skills.	 In	particular,	 an	absence	of	words	 in	 relation	 to	

Indigenous	 people	 signifies	 that	 they	 are	 implicitly	 responsible	 for	 using	 the	

government’s	 assistance	 to	 help	 themselves.	 Work-readiness	 discourse	

promotes	 the	 creation	 of	 opportunities	 for	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 participate	 in	

employment	 on	 the	 same	 terms	 as	 the	 non-Indigenous	 majority	 population.	

However,	a	discursive	effect	of	this	is	to	place	some	burden	of	responsibility	on	

Indigenous	 people	 for	 making	 this	 happen.	 An	 example	 of	 the	 government’s	

position	 on	 this	 is	 outlined	 in	 the	 Indigenous	 Economic	Development	 Strategy	

2011–2018	document:	

	

People	who	can	work	should	have	the	opportunity	to	experience	the	social	
and	financial	benefits	that	come	with	employment.	To	achieve	this,	
governments	need	to	provide	the	right	support	and	incentives	(Department	
of	Families,	Housing,	Community	Services	and	Indigenous	Affairs,	2011)	

	

Framing	 the	 government’s	 actions	 in	 terms	 of	 providing	 ‘support’	 and	

‘incentives’	 positions	 it	 as	 having	 indirect	 responsibility	 for	 getting	 Indigenous	

people	into	work.	The	use	of	the	word	‘opportunity’	for	those	without	work	and	

the	 absence	 of	 any	 mention	 of	 what	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 expected	 to	 do	

suggests	 there	 are	 two	 separate	 actors	 and	 actions	 involved	 in	 the	 process	 of	

enjoying	 the	 benefits	 of	 work.	 The	 use	 of	 the	 term	 ‘provide’	 situates	 the	

government’s	actions	as	creating	favourable	conditions	or	a	set	of	opportunities.	
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Indigenous	people	must	exploit	opportunities	successfully	in	order	to	experience	

the	 benefits	 of	 work.	 This	 further	 entrenches	 the	 notion	 that	 work	 is	 not	

guaranteed	 or	 provided	 directly.	 Instead,	 the	 unemployed	must	 act	 and	 apply	

knowledge	appropriately	when	opportunities	arise.	

	

Indigenous	employment	policy	documents	also	represent	education	as	a	process	

of	 continual	 progression.	 The	Northern	Territory	Employment	 Strategy,	 2012–

2015	illustrates	this:		

	

VET	[Vocational	Education	and	Training]	aims	to	provide	people	with	the	
skills	and	knowledge	they	require	to	enter	the	workforce	for	the	first	time,	
re-enter	the	workforce,	train	or	re-train	for	a	new	job,	upgrade	their	skills,	
or	 to	 move	 into	 further	 education.	 Beginning	 VET	 in	 Schools	 introduces	
young	people	to	the	importance	of	being	work-ready	and	skilled.	

	

Vocational	education	and	training	(VET)	is	a	large-scale	program	for	developing	

and	delivering	generic,	widely-applicable	work	skills	with	employment-focused	

outcomes,	 especially	 industry-skills	 or	 firm-specific	 skills	 (Rivers,	 2012:	 5).	

However,	within	the	context	of	Indigenous	employment	VET	is	represented	as	a	

tool	 for	 instilling	 the	 value	 of	 learning	 itself.	 There	 is	 less	 emphasis	 on	 the	

discreet	 skills	 and	 knowledge	 needed	 for	 particular	 jobs	 (knowledge	 that),	

instead	 valuing	 learning	 the	 skill	 of	 how	 to	 learn	 (knowledge	 how).	 Again	 the	

Australian	state	encourages	individuals	to	understand	the	benefits	of	education	

by	setting	particular	conditions	in	which	the	state	acts	at	a	distance.		

	 	

Government’s	passive	role	is	also	expressed	in	the	commitment	to	upholding	the	

principle	of	social	inclusion.	Cultural	awareness	training	takes	a	central	place	in	
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this	 initiative,	 as	 outlined	 in	 the	 Northern	 Territory	 Government’s	 Indigenous	

Employment	Strategy:	

	

The	 NTG	 is	 committed	 to	 providing	 a	 supportive	 and	 culturally	 inclusive	
workplace	 environment	 for	 all	 public	 sector	 employees.	 In	 particular,	 we	
need	 to	 recognise	 and	 respect	 Indigenous	 people,	 actively	 promote	 the	
importance	of	 cultural	 identity,	 improve	 cross-cultural	understanding	and	
engender	mutual	 respect…	Showing	 respect	 for	 cultural	 differences,	 needs	
and	 expectations	 of	 Indigenous	 Australians	 will	 greatly	 enhance	 our	
reputation	 as	 an	 attractive	 employer	 and	 an	 employer	 of	 choice	 for	
Indigenous	Australians	(Northern	Territory	Government,	2010).	

	

Cultural	 awareness	 training	 aims	 to	 attract	 and	 retain	 more	 Indigenous	

employees	 by	 educating	 non-Indigenous	 employees	 to	 better	 understand	

Indigenous	cultures	and	 foster	a	more	sympathetic	and	understanding	attitude	

towards	 Indigenous	 co-workers.	 The	 Indigenous	 Employment	 and	 Career	

Development	 Strategy	 2010–2012	 plan	 outlines	 practical	 measures	 to	

implement	 this	 policy,	 including	 inserting	 selection	 criteria	 for	 hiring	 new	

employees	 that	 addresses	 ‘An	 ability	 to	 interact	 effectively	 with	 people	 of	

different	cultures’	(Northern	Territory	Government,	2010).	A	notable	absence	in	

the	discussion	of	cultural	awareness	 is	any	mention	of	what	 Indigenous	people	

are	expected	to	do.	According	to	policy	documents,	only	non-Indigenous	people	

are	 expected	 to	 learn	 how	 to	 interact	 effectively	 with	 people	 from	 different	

cultures.	 This	 absence	 is	 a	 discursive	 feature	 of	 this	 aspect	 of	 work-readiness	

discourse,	 in	which	 defining	 inclusiveness	 also	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 excluding	 and	

alienating	others.		

	

The	prevalence	of	cultural	awareness	in	policy	documents	led	me	to	consider	the	

underlying	principle	of	 social	 inclusion,	 in	which	 the	state	 focuses	attention	on	
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those	 individuals	 who	 lack	 access	 to	 the	 resources	 needed	 to	 function	 as	 full	

members	of	society.	Social	inclusion	attempts	to	overcome	discrimination,	which	

is	an	important	feature	of	Indigenous	social	exclusion	and	disadvantage	(Hunter,	

2009:	56).	Social	inclusion	in	the	context	of	the	Closing	the	Gap	policy	framework	

and	measures	 such	 as	 cultural	 awareness	 is	 based	 on	 the	 notion	 of	 exclusion	

from	 mainstream	 norms,	 which	 focuses	 on	 economic	 participation.	 However,	

maximising	 participation	 in	 social,	 economic	 and	 community	 spheres	 also	 has	

normative	implications,	as	it	involves	one	group	making	value	judgements	about	

other	people’s	choices	(Jordan	and	Hunter,	2009:	18).		

	

If	 social	 inclusion	 frameworks	 fail	 to	 take	 Indigenous	 differences	 and	

preferences	 into	 account,	 this	 can	 be	 alienative,	 assimilative	 and	 undermine	

social	inclusion	(Jordan	and	Hunter,	2009:	20).	The	notion	of	‘inclusion’	in	social	

inclusion	can	be	understood	to	mean	a	form	of	assimilation.	It	assumes	deletion	

of	the	self	and	substituting	it	with	an	enterprising	self	(Shore,	2004:	98).	That	is,	

the	act	of	including	involves	incorporating	people	into	a	milieu	that	is	somehow	

different	to	the	one	they	have	come	from	and	changing	them	accordingly.	A	text	

fragment	from	the	Creating	Socially	Inclusive	Workplaces	document	created	by	

Reconciliation	 Australia	 demonstrates	 this.	 Reconciliation	 Australia	 is	 funded	

under	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	 framework,	 and	 shows	 how	 programs	

implementing	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies	 reproduce	 work-readiness	

discourses:	

	

To	 achieve	 diversity	 within	 your	 workplace,	 it	 is	 important	 to	 note	 that	
there	is	a	substantial	difference	between	representation	and	inclusion.	Your	
organisation	 may	 have	 invested	 in	 developing	 effective	 employment	
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programs	 and	 strategies,	 but	 unless	 you	 have	 created	 an	 inclusive	 work	
environment,	an	environment	that	celebrates	and	builds	on	differences	and	
that	 is	 productive,	 rewarding,	 enjoyable	 and	 healthy	 for	 everyone	
concerned,	 you	may	 find	 that	 your	efforts	 to	 retain	Aboriginal	and	Torres	
Strait	Islander	employees	seem	lost	(Reconciliation	Australia,	2015).	

	

The	focus	on	retention	points	to	an	underlying	assimilating	factor.	If	Indigenous	

people	want	 to	stay	at	work	 then	 it	 is	assumed	they	have	 learned	 to	adopt	 the	

values	and	 to	 experience	 the	 ‘productive’,	 ‘rewarding’,	 ‘enjoyable’	 and	 ‘healthy’	

benefits	that	it	provides.	The	benefits	themselves	are	also	defined	by	mainstream	

norms.	The	binary	division	created	between	‘representation’	and	‘inclusion’	also	

points	to	the	deeper	effects	that	inclusion	can	provide.	Representation	suggests	a	

presence,	 while	 inclusion	 implies	 a	 deeper	 integration	 into	 workplace.	 Using	

terms	such	as	‘inclusion’	and	‘cultural	awareness’	has	the	effect	of	obscuring	who	

will	 act	 while	 also	 implying	 that	 it	 is	 Indigenous	 people	 who	 must	 take	

responsibility	and	action	(Machin	and	Mayr,	2012:	33).		

	

An	implication	of	positioning	the	state	as	a	passive	actor	in	teaching	work-ready	

metis	 knowledge	 is	 that	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 expected	 to	 become	 active	 in	

conforming	 to	 mainstream	 standards,	 values	 and	 metis	 knowledges.	 The	

language	used	in	relation	to	cultural	awareness	training	positions	the	state	as	a		

supporter	 and	 not	 necessarily	 as	 a	manager	 in	 increasing	 rates	 of	 Indigenous	

employment.	 A	 consequence	 of	 locating	 the	 agency	 for	 improvement	 with	

Indigenous	 people	 is	 to	 remove	 government’s	 responsibility	 for	 increasing	

Indigenous	 levels	 of	 employment	 (Kowal,	 2011).	 Cultural	 awareness	 aims	 to	

change	 the	 behaviour	 of	 individuals	 by	 providing	 training	 that	 teaches	 them	

about	Indigenous	cultures;	 individuals	are	then	expected	to	use	this	knowledge	
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to	become	more	tolerant	of	cultural	differences	(Kowal,	2011:	7).	That	is,	there	is	

often	an	emphasis	on	changing	individual-level	behaviour	rather	than	promoting	

more	systemic	behavioural	change.	Walters	(2000:	127)	argues	 that	 the	notion	

of	social	exclusion	focuses	attention	on	the	cultural	and	social	dynamics	of	a	sub-

population	 and	 diverts	 it	 away	 from	 the	 criticism	 of	wider	 social	 systems	 and	

their	 dysfunctionality.	 Additionally,	 Hage	 (1998)	 scrutinises	 the	 concept	 of	

tolerance,	 arguing	 that	 it	 implies	 the	 capability	 to	 be	 intolerant	 of	 and	 have	

empowerment	over	others.	Those	who	exercise	tolerance	(culturally	aware	non-

Indigenous	people)	tacitly	set	the	limits	over	what	can	be	considered	permissible	

or	 not	 (Hage,	 1998:	 89).	 Social	 inclusiveness	 portrays	 society	 as	 not	 being	 the	

problem,	rather	it	is	that	it	is	not	inclusive	enough.	

	

Indirect	 pedagogy	 not	 only	 puts	 the	 onus	 on	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 learn	 and	

adopt	 the	 dominant	 culture	 of	 work-readiness	 metis-knowledge	 but	 also	

specifies	this	as	the	norm.	Public	policy	that	 facilitates	social	 inclusion	involves	

transferring	obligations	and	responsibilities	to	recipients	of	the	policy,	 in	order	

to	 change	 their	 behaviour.	 Education,	 training	 and	 paid	 work	 rather	 than	

redistribution	 of	 income	 through	 taxes	 are	 often	 represented	 as	 the	 main	

mechanisms	of	social	inclusion	(Lister,	1998).	That	is,	social	inclusion	focuses	on	

enlarging	 individuals’	 capability	 set	and	 the	way	choices	are	made	 through	 the	

frame	 of	 economic	 participation,	 which	 implicitly	 positions	 this	 as	 a	 standard	

against	which	Indigenous	people	must	attain.	Work-readiness	discourse	upholds	

a	 power	 imbalance	 by	 privileging	 and	 legitimising	 the	 points	 of	 view	 and	

standards	 of	 the	 cultural	 majority,	 who	 hold	 the	 ability	 to	 outline	 the	 proper	

ways	that	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	can	be	acquired.		
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5.2.3	Work-ready	identities		
	

Work-readiness	discourse	ultimately	aims	to	alter	Indigenous	subjects’	identities	

to	encourage	them	to	become	work-ready.	The	attributes	and	attitudes	of	work-

ready	 subjects	 support	 the	 outcomes	 of	 neoliberal	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	by	creating	productive	workers	who	contribute	to	the	national	economy.	

While	 reading	 and	 analysing	 policy	 documents	 I	 noticed	 the	 prevalence	 of	

testimonies	 from	 Indigenous	participants	 in	policy	documents	 that	 contributed	

to	a	picture	of	work-ready	subjects.	The	characteristics	of	these	kinds	of	workers	

are	described	 in	moralising	 terms	 that	espouse	 the	positive	values	of	work	 for	

individuals.	 Success	 stories	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 who	 describe	 their	 positive	

feelings	in	relation	to	finding	and	staying	in	work	illustrate	these	characteristics.	

This	 is	partnered	with	an	emphasis	on	the	productive	capacity	and	potential	of	

unemployed	 Indigenous	 people.	 While	 becoming	 employed	 undoubtedly	 has	

beneficial	 effects	 for	many	 people,	 I	 am	 interested	 in	 investigating	 how	work-

readiness	discourse	designates	work-readiness	as	the	only	way	to	improve	one’s	

wellbeing,	 while	 ignoring	 others.	 In	 particular,	 presenting	 the	 connection	

between	work	and	wellbeing	in	this	way	ignores	other	forms	of	socially-valued	

forms	of	activity	and	the	forms	of	employment	that	many	Indigenous	people	are	

likely	to	find.		

	

All	 of	 the	 ten	 selected	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 draw	 a	

connection	between	increased	personal	wellbeing	and	work-readiness	except	for	

the	 Coalition’s	 Policy	 on	 Indigenous	 Employment.	 In	 each	 of	 the	 documents,	

knowledgeable,	 skilled,	 and	 work-ready	 subjects	 are	 described	 in	 an	
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approbatory	way.	This	contributes	to	a	portrayal	of	work-ready	subjects	who	are	

productive,	 contribute	 to	 the	 national	 economy	 and	 have	 a	 higher	 level	 of	

wellbeing	and	self-esteem	by	participating	in	and	enjoying	work.	The	moralising	

effect	 of	 this	 is	 to	 represent	work	 or	 productive	 activity	 as	 an	 unquestionably	

good	thing:		

	

The	Northern	 Territory	 Public	 Sector	 Indigenous	 Employment	 and	 Career	
Development	 Strategy	 2010–2012	 has	 been	 developed	 in	 the	 context	 of	
research	that	acknowledges	that	‘being	employed	leads	to	improved	wealth	
and	asset	creation	for	Indigenous	families	and	communities,	which	 in	turn	
has	 a	 positive	 influence	 on	 health	 and	 the	 education	 of	 children.	 It	 also	
enhances	 self	 esteem,	 increases	 opportunities	 for	 self-development,	
influences	interaction	at	the	family	and	community	levels	and	reduces	social	
alienation	(Northern	Territory	Government,	2010).	
	
Working	 in	 a	meaningful	 job	 provides	 an	 income	 as	 well	 as	 increasing	 a	
person’s	 self-esteem	 and	 opportunities	 in	 life.	 It	 benefits	 families	 and	
communities	as	well	as	the	individual	(Department	of	Prime	Minister	and	
Cabinet	Annual	Report,	2013).	
	
Providing	greater	 support	and	mentoring	and	getting	 the	 incentives	 right	
for	vulnerable	job	seekers	will	help	as	many	Australians	as	possible	have	the	
chance	to	enjoy	the	dignity	of	work	(Generation	One,	2012).	

	

These	 text	 fragments	 produce	 a	 rhetorical	 effect	 through	 the	 use	 of	 lexical	

cohesion.	That	is,	the	effect	of	making	information	established	as	a	fact	through	

ordering	 information	 in	 a	 certain	 way	 (Woodside-Jiron,	 2004:	 163).	 Specific	

terms	 are	 repeated	 in	 different	 interconnected	 documents	 to	 name	 what	 is	

important	or	of	value	within	policy.	Being	employed	 is	equated	with	 improved	

health,	education,	self-esteem,	dignity	and	reduced	social	alienation.	The	use	of	

words	about	 the	positive	effects	of	employment	 including	 ‘leads	 to’,	 ‘enhances’,	

‘provides’,	 ‘increasing’,	 and	 ‘benefits’	 intends	 to	 create	 a	 convincing	 tone	 that	

makes	 the	 statements	 appear	 as	 facts.	 The	 quoting	 of	 ‘research	 that	
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acknowledges’	has	 the	effect	of	making	 it	 appear	authoritative	and	holding	 the	

status	 of	 truth	 in	 order	 to	 persuade	 the	 reader	 of	 its	 unequivocally	 positive	

benefits.		

	

Much	 research	 has	 investigated	 the	 relationship	 between	work	 and	wellbeing.	

While	there	is	often	focus	on	western	populations,	Indigenous	populations	have	

also	been	studied	in	this	regard,	often	linking	unemployment	to	social	problems	

like	poor	health	outcomes	and	social	unrest.	For	example,	Biddle,	Brennan	and	

Yap	 (2014:	 17)	 argue	 that	 ‘those	 who	 participate	 in	 apprenticeships	 and	

traineeships	report	higher	levels	of	more	subjective	measures	of	wellbeing	(like	

standing	 in	 the	 community)	 than	 do	 those	 in	 comparison	 groups’.	 Others	 (see	

Gray,	Hunter	and	Biddle,	2014;	McRae-Williams,	2011)	have	also	demonstrated	

the	positive	effects	of	employment	for	Indigenous	Australians.	

	

Describing	what	is	considered	good	behaviour	and	how	this	is	experienced	at	a	

personal	level	has	a	normative	effect	by	defining	how	Indigenous	people	should	

behave.	Work-ready	subjects	are	independent,	happier	and	healthier,	and	enjoy	

their	work	and	life	in	general.	The	use	of	short	biographical	anecdotes	in	policy	

documents	are	used	to	illustrate	these	qualities:		

	

Through	 the	 IEP	Thiess	has	 supported	many	young	Aboriginal	and	Torres	
Strait	Islander	People	to	gain	employment.	One	such	success	story	is	that	of	
a	young	man	from	the	mid-north	coast	region	of	New	South	Wales,	who	was	
in	the	juvenile	justice	system	when	his	supervisor	got	him	into	the	Thiess	IEP	
project.	 This	 young	 man	 is	 now	 working	 as	 a	 fulltime	 trainee	 on	 the	
highway	north	of	Kempsey.	Thanks	to	the	partnership	between	Thiess	and	
the	 IEP,	 he	 is	 enjoying	 learning	new	 skills	 every	day,	meeting	new	people,	
and	 earning	money	 to	 support	his	 family	 (Department	 of	 Prime	Minister	
and	Cabinet	Annual	Report,	2013).		
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Joshua	 Toomey	 joined	 Ausgrid	 in	 2006	 through	 its	 Aboriginal	 and	 Torres	
Strait	 Islander	 Pre-Apprenticeship	 Program.	 With	 focus,	 dedication	 and	
commitment	he	gained	a	highly	sought	after	Australian	Apprenticeship	with	
the	company...	Josh	is	now	enjoying	his	career	as	a	fully	qualified	Electrical	
Linesman.	 ‘Over	 the	 four	 years	 of	 my	 apprenticeship	 I	 had	 challenging	
times.	I	find	now,	being	a	tradesman,	it	was	one	of	the	best	decisions	I	ever	
made,’	Josh	says.	‘Doing	an	apprenticeship	brought	a	sense	of	direction	with	
my	income	and	having	that	piece	of	paper	that	says	I	am	qualified,	I	am	a	
tradesman,	 assures	 me	 that	 there	 is	 some	 sort	 of	 direction	 in	 my	 life,	
‘Probably	the	best	aspect	of	my	apprenticeship	has	been	the	self-belief	I	built	
inside.	Also,	 the	 income.	 I	 can	now	 support	my	 family	 and	go	out	 and	get	
nice	 things	 and	 live	 a	 lifestyle	 that	 I’ve	 always	 hoped	 for.’	 Joshua’s	
achievements	throughout	his	training	reflect	his	determination	to	succeed,	
particularly	 as	 he	 began	 his	 pre-apprenticeship	 course	 with	 only	 basic	
literacy	 and	 numeracy	 skills	 after	 dropping	 out	 of	 school.	 ‘Before	 I	 had	
never	committed	to	finishing	anything,	but	I	worked	hard	and	kept	it	simple.	
I	 found	extra	help	and	 just	 kept	 coming	back.	My	 teachers	and	employers	
walked	with	me	 every	 step	of	 the	way	 (Closing	 the	 Gap	 Prime	Minister’s	
Report,	2013).	
	
In	 the	 Wilson	 Transformer	 Company	 Aboriginal	 Youth	 Development	
Program,	 participants	 receive	 plenty	 of	 encouragement	 and	 support	 from	
the	 program	 partners,	 including	 Department	 of	 Human	 Services	 officers	
Wendy	 Williamson	 and	 Judy	 Brooke.	 One	 of	 the	 young	 women	 who	
participated	in	the	program	said	‘Prior	to	the	project,	I	had	no	motivation,	
no	 goals	 in	 life	 and	 everyday	 was	 the	 same.	 Wendy	 contacted	 me	 and	
explained	 the	project.	At	first	 I	didn’t	want	 to	do	 it.	Wendy	was	persistent	
and	picked	me	up	and	took	me	to	an	information	session.	I	was	at	the	shed	
for	six	weeks	before	I	started	as	a	casual	at	Wilsons,	then	they	offered	me	an	
apprenticeship	in	engineering	steel	fabrication.	‘Since	I	started	work	I	have	
a	 house	 and	 a	 car…	 The	 brilliant	 social	 atmosphere	 of	 this	 workplace	 is	
amazing.	I	love	my	job!	I	love	my	life!	Thank	you	to	everyone.	I	am	drug	free	
and	 working	 for	 a	 living	 and	 finally	 have	 my	 life	 back	 (Closing	 the	 Gap	
Prime	Minister’s	Report,	2013).	

	

The	before	and	after	narratives	in	the	above	text	fragments	contain	a	pattern	of	

transformation.	 Each	 short	 biographical	 tale	 describes	 each	 individual’s	

transition	 from	 unemployment	 to	 work-readiness	 and	 eventual	 employment.	

The	transition	in	employment	status	is	accompanied	by	a	transformation	in	their	

subjectivity	 and	 sense	 of	 self.	 A	 transitivity	 analysis	 of	 these	 text	 fragments	

demonstrates	the	use	of	relational	and	mental	verb	processes	to	evoke	a	picture	
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of	improved	emotional	and	psychological	wellbeing.	Mental	verb	processes	that	

describe	the	individuals’	positive	feelings	include:	‘enjoying,	‘focus’,	‘dedication’,	

‘commitment’,	 ‘a	 sense	 of	 direction’,	 ‘assures’,	 ‘the	 self-belief	 I	 built	 inside’,	

‘hoped’,	‘determination’,	and	‘love’.		

	

An	 implication	 of	 the	 use	 of	 these	 verbs	 is	 that	 the	 individuals	 are	 now	 also	

productive.	 This	 effect	 is	 achieved	 by	 contrasting	 their	 negative	 and	 inactive	

unemployed	 past	 with	 their	 more	 positive	 and	 active	 employed	 present.	 The	

three	 individuals’	 pasts	 are	 described	 as:	 being	 ‘in	 the	 juvenile	 justice	 system’,	

having	 ‘challenging	 times’,	having	 ‘no	motivation,	no	goals	 in	 life	and	everyday	

was	the	same’,	as	well	as	an	implied	drug	addiction.	In	contrast	to	their	previous	

inaction,	unproductive	behaviour	and	demotivation,	they	are	each	much	happier,	

productive	and	supportive	of	their	families	as	a	result	of	learning	work-readiness	

skills	and	being	employed.		

	

The	productivity	 of	 each	 individual’s	 actions	 is	 also	 expressed	 in	 the	 following	

sentences:	‘support	my	family	and	go	out	and	get	nice	things	and	live	a	lifestyle	

that	I’ve	always	hoped	for’,	as	well	as	‘Since	I	started	work	I	have	a	house	and	a	

car’.	Here,	work	is	evaluated	according	to	the	material	value	it	produces,	seen	in	

the	emphasis	on	each	individual’s	earning	capacity	and	the	material	benefits	they	

derive	from	their	work,	not	just	their	emotional	benefits.	Work	is	presented	as	a	

good	 in	 itself	 and	 a	 means	 for	 self-realisation.	 Within	 policy	 documents,	

becoming	work-ready	by	acquiring	skills,	altering	one’s	attitudes	 is	 the	main,	 if	

not	only,	way	of	improving	one’s	material,	physical	and	emotional	wellbeing.		
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A	 key	 component	 of	 being	 productive	 is	 adopting	 the	 correct	 attitudinal	

disposition.	 The	 individuals	 in	 the	 biographies	 enjoyed	 learning,	 meeting	 new	

people	 and	 earning	 income.	 They	were	 also	 able	 to	make	 decisions	 decisively,	

had	self-belief,	confidence,	determination	and	commitment,	and	felt	in	control	of	

their	 lives.	 Attitudes	 are	 also	 part	 of	 the	 key	 competencies	 listed	 in	 the	

Employability	Skills	framework,	contributing	the	idea	that	becoming	competent	

includes	 having	 the	 appropriate	 values	 and	 desires	 as	 well	 as	 skills	 and	

knowledges.	 An	 excerpt	 from	 the	 Northern	 Territory	 Employment	 Strategy	

2012–2015	quoting	Karen	Sheldon,	a	service	provider	that	 is	 funded	under	JSA	

to	deliver	services,	demonstrates	this:	

	

we	are	slowly	and	steadily	assisting	local	Indigenous	jobseekers	to	convert	
from	welfare	recipients	to	taxpayers	with	career	visions	and	working	 lives	
(Northern	Territory	Government,	2012).	

	

The	 pattern	 of	 transformation	 from	welfare	 recipient	 to	 taxpayer	 parallels	 the	

characteristics	 of	 the	 active	 citizen.	 Ideal	 work-ready	 subjects	 are	 active	

taxpayers,	rather	than	passive	welfare	recipients.	They	are	self-driven,	resilient	

and	desire	to	be	employed.	Promoting	work-ready	subjects	and	active	citizens	in	

this	way	 emphasises	 their	 productive	 potential.	 The	 economic	 participation	 of	

Indigenous	people	 is	 a	 common	 thread	 in	both	Northern	Territory	 and	 federal	

government	Indigenous	employment	policy	documents:		

	

It	 is	 a	 legislative	 requirement	 for	 agencies	 to	 have	 in	 place	 Equal	
Employment	Opportunity	(EEO)	management	plans…	No	longer	is	it	only	an	
EEO	imperative	to	attract	and	retain	Indigenous	Australians.	There	is	also	
an	economic	imperative	for	engaging	more	Indigenous	persons	in	the	NTPS	
[Northern	 Territory	 Public	 Service].	 The	 economic	 imperative	 is	 now	 an	
underlying	 reason	 for	 maintaining	 a	 strong	 focus	 on	 Indigenous	
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employment	 and	 career	 enhancement	 of	 Indigenous	 persons.	 The	
fundamental	shift	in	focus	is	due	to	ageing	populations	and	skills	shortages	
(Northern	Territory	Government,	2010)	
	
Greater	 participation	 in	 the	workforce	 and	 business	will	 help	 to	 close	 the	
gap	in	employment	and	address	income	disparities	between	Indigenous	and	
non-Indigenous	 Australians.	 Increased	 economic	 participation	 will	 also	
contribute	to	strengthening	the	national	economy	and	help	to	meet	labour	
shortages	in	key	industries	(FaHCSIA,	2010).	
	
…the	 proportion	 of	 welfare	 payments	 as	 part	 of	 overall	 Indigenous	
household	income	declines	as	the	call	on	welfare	payments	by	working	aged	
Indigenous	 Australians	 is	 reduced	 and	 tax	 revenue	 is	 increased	 (COAG,	
2008).	

	

These	 text	 fragments	 each	 draw	 direct	 links	 between	 employability	 skills	 and	

attributes,	 economic	 participation	 and	 productivity.	 Imparting	 the	 skills	 and	

knowledge	needed	for	participation	in	the	workforce	 is	not	solely	a	benevolent	

act	 meant	 to	 improve	 the	 wellbeing	 of	 individuals,	 it	 also	 has	 an	 economic	

rationale.	That	is,	participation	must	be	productive,	while	work-readiness	skills	

and	knowledge	are	valued	to	the	extent	that	they	contribute	to	the	productivity	

of	the	national	economy.		

	

Policy	documents	equate	jobs	and	wages	with	dignity,	purpose,	security	for	the	

future	and	broader	community	wellbeing,	which	leads	to	increased	productivity.	

A	discursive	effect	of	this	narrative	is	to	define	who	is	recognised	as	possessing	

the	 right	 kind	 of	 work-ready	 metis	 knowledge.	 Policy	 documents	 do	 this	 by	

describing	the	benefits	of	being	work-ready	and	aligning	this	with	productivity,	

which	 tacitly	 ignores	 other	 forms	 of	 activity	 that	 are	 socially	 valuable,	 like	

unpaid	domestic	work,	for	example	(Walters,	2000:	129).	The	potential	negative	

effects	 of	 work	 are	 also	 ignored,	 such	 as	 inadequate,	 insecure,	 low-paid,	

excessive	or	unsatisfying	work,	which	can	be	damaging	for	mental	and	physical	
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health	(Jordan,	2011:	3).	Given	the	lower	levels	of	skills	amongst	the	Indigenous	

population	compared	 to	 the	non-Indigenous	population,	 Indigenous	people	are	

more	likely	to	be	employed	in	jobs	that	do	not	necessarily	provide	the	personal	

benefits	claimed	by	policy	documents.		

	

Policy	documents	also	 focus	on	those	who	self-select	 for	participating	 in	work-

readiness	 training	 while	 ignoring	 counterfactual	 examples	 against	 which	 to	

compare	 and	 build	 a	 more	 measured	 picture	 of	 what	 the	 benefits	 of	 work-

readiness	uptake	looks	like.	The	three	short	biographies	exemplify	this,	as	they	

only	showcase	the	success	stories	of	those	who	actively	choose	to	participate	in	

work-readiness	programs.	Biddle,	Brennan	and	Yap	(2014:	14)	argue	that	those	

who	participate	 in	work-readiness	programs	and	attain	better	outcomes	might	

differ	in	unobserved	ways	relative	to	those	who	do	choose	to	participate	in	such	

programs.	It	cannot	be	assumed	that	the	benefits	reported	for	those	who	choose	

to	participate	in	work-readiness	programs	will	hold	for	the	rest	of	the	population	

(Biddle,	 Brennan	 and	 Yap,	 2014:	 11).	 Additionally,	 returns	 on	 education	 are	

calculated	by	comparing	the	benefit	of	education	with	the	cost.	However,	it	is	not	

possible	to	measure	returns	to	education	without	observing	what	an	individual’s	

outcome	would	be	if	they	had	a	different	level	of	education	(Biddle	and	Cameron,	

2012:	107).	Discounting	counterfactuals	–	such	as	 the	 factors	 leading	 to	others	

not	 participating	 in	 work-readiness	 programs	 –	 both	 ignores	 and	 invalidates	

others’	 choices.	 Presenting	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 work-readiness	 programs	 for	

individuals	in	this	way	also	implies	that	its	benefits	and	outcomes	are	universal.	

In	doing	so,	policy	documents	craft	a	singular	image	of	those	who	possess	work-

readiness	metis	knowledge.		



	
	

240	

5.3	Pedagogic	authority:	Work-readiness	discourse	as	a	form	of	neoliberal	
governance	
	

The	 three	 themes	 of	 work-readiness	 discourse	 each	 demonstrate	 how	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 develops	 and	 enacts	 pedagogic	 authority.	 This	

occurs	by	defining	the	‘problem’	of	Indigenous	employment	in	terms	of	deficient	

Indigenous	 subjectivities	 that	 require	 work-readiness	 training.	 My	 critical	

discourse	analysis	is	guided	by	considering	what	can	be	recognised	as	legitimate	

forms	of	knowledge,	how	this	knowledge	can	be	used,	and	who	possesses	 it.	 In	

answering	 these	 questions,	 I	 show	 how	 the	 metis	 knowledge	 associated	 with	

work-readiness	 becomes	 politically	 sanctioned	 and	 is	 linked	 to	 a	 neoliberal	

worldview,	 in	 which	 certain	 skills,	 knowledges	 and	 identities	 are	 linked	 to	 a	

mainstream,	 western	 conception	 of	 work.	 A	 consequence	 of	 work-readiness	

discourse	 is	 that	 mainstream	 conceptions	 of	 work	 become	 a	 standard	 against	

which	to	judge	Indigenous	people	as	deficient	and	therefore	in	need	of	intensive	

governmental	control.		

	

The	 three	 themes	 of	 work-readiness	 discourse	 overlap	 and	 operate	 closely	

together	 to	 promote	 a	 neoliberal	worldview,	which	 holds	 that	 social	 problems	

are	 best	 alleviated	 through	 market	 activity	 (Ayers	 and	 Carlone,	 469).	 The	

imagined	world	in	Indigenous	employment	policy	documents	involves	a	natural	

free	 market	 populated	 by	 active	 citizens	 who	 are	 entrepreneurial,	 productive	

and	 take	 responsibility	 for	 using	 their	 learned	 skills	 to	 find	 work.	 The	 metis	

knowledge	 needed	 to	 become	 work-ready	 is	 handled	 in	 individual	 units	 of	

competency,	 which	 present	 a	 fragmented,	 atomistic	 and	 instrumental	 view	 of	
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knowledge	 based	 on	 positivist	 understandings	 of	 knowledge,	 in	 which	

knowledge	 is	 reducible	 to	 statements	 about	 correlations	 and	 prediction	

(Wheelan,	2007:	647).		

	

Nadasdy	 (2003)	 indicates	 that	 the	 term	 ‘knowledge’	 has	 particular	 cultural	

meanings.	 That	 is,	 applying	 an	 idea	of	what	 constitutes	 correct	 and	 competent	

behaviours,	skills	and	knowledges	at	work,	or	work-readiness,	has	the	effect	of	

imposing	 a	 set	 of	 assumptions	 about	 the	 nature	 of	 knowledge	 and	 knowing.	

European	ideas	of	knowledge	portray	it	as	a	collection	of	disaggregated	portions	

of	 information	–	or	 thoughts	–	 that	can	be	separated	not	only	 from	their	social	

context	 but	 also	 from	 the	 people	 who	 know	 them	 (Nadasdy,	 2003:	 95).	 This	

positive	 view	 of	 knowledge	 suggests	 that	 knowledge	 is	 gained	 by	 observing,	

collecting	 data	 and	 studying	 the	 world	 (Dockery,	 2010:	 322).	 In	 this	 way,	

learning	is	a	matter	of	receiving	knowledge	while	teaching	concerns	passing	on	

one’s	knowledge	to	another.	Indigenous	employment	policy	emphasises	the	role	

of	pre-vocational	and	vocational	education	and	training	as	well	as	practical	on-

the-job	 work	 experience	 as	 a	 method	 of	 creating	 work-ready	 subjects.	 These	

work-readiness	 strategies	 assume	 that	 discrete	 components	 of	work-readiness	

metis	 knowledge	 can	be	 extracted	 from	a	particular	 socio-cultural	 context	 and	

then	 inserted	 into	 Indigenous	 people’s	 institutional	 and	 cultural	 contexts.	 An	

assumption	 at	 work	 here	 is	 that	 the	 practical	 value	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 has	

universal	application	and	should	be	independent	of	cultural	context.	

	

This	 view	 of	 knowledge,	 who	 can	 use	 it	 and	 who	 is	 knowledgeable	 is	 not	

necessarily	compatible	with	diverse	understandings	about	the	world	of	work	or	
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aspects	of	the	social	world.	The	notion	of	competence	requires	a	broad	learning	

context	 and	 signifies	 the	 importance	 of	 skills,	 values	 and	 attitudes	 that	 are	

developed	 outside	 formal	 education	 (Rychen,	 2001:	 3).	 The	 metis	 knowledge	

required	 to	 be	 able	 to	 develop	 the	 competencies	 outlined	 in	 the	Employability	

Skills	 framework,	 for	 example,	 is	 contextual.	 It	 is	 developed	 and	 learned	 in	

practice	 through	 interaction	 with	 people	 in	 specific	 historical	 and	 cultural	

contexts	 and	 is	 often	 tacitly	 known.	 This	 form	 of	 learning	 is	 at	 odds	 with	

knowledge	as	a	noun,	which	posits	that	knowledge	is	an	objectifiable	product	of	

the	mind	that	can	be	detached	and	passed	into	other	minds	(Yanow,	2004:	10).		

	

A	 quote	 taken	 from	 the	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 Prime	 Minister’s	 Report,	 2013,	

demonstrates	 the	 centrality	 of	 skills,	 knowledge	 and	 capacity	 in	 Indigenous	

employment	policies:		

	

Building	 the	 skills,	 knowledge	 and	 capacity	 of	 Indigenous	 Australians	 to	
compete	 for	 jobs	 in	 the	 labour	 market,	 including	 overcoming	 individual	
barriers	 to	employment,	 is	a	key	element	of	 the	Government’s	 strategy	 for	
closing	 the	 gap	 on	 employment	 outcomes.	 Assistance	 to	 build	 foundation	
and	vocational	skills,	become	job	ready	and	embark	on	a	career	is	delivered	
through	 a	 range	 of	 mainstream	 and	 Indigenous	 specific	 programs	 along	
with	mentoring	support	to	assist	the	transition	into	the	workplace.	

	

This	quote	reveals	an	assumption	that	the	purpose	of	education	revolves	around	

the	 cultivation	 of	 appropriate	 skills	 and	 attitudes	 needed	 for	 employment.	

However,	these	skills	and	knowledges	are	not	well	defined.	Wheelan	(2007:	647)	

notes	that	it	is	difficult	to	identify	specific	knowledge	associated	with	work	that	

is	 separated	 from	a	 system	of	 concepts	 that	give	 it	meaning,	 and	 to	 then	 teach	

and	assess	it.	That	is,	work-readiness	skills	are	linked	to	a	broader,	more	holistic	
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knowledge	that	is	needed	to	successfully	understand	the	context	in	which	one	is	

working.	 The	 effectiveness	 of	work-readiness	 programs	 is	 difficult	 to	measure	

quantitatively	and	their	outcomes	are	intrinsically	uncertain	(Davies,	2011:	401).	

For	 example,	 a	 Closing	 the	Gap	 clearinghouse	 report	 claims	 that	 the	 impact	 of	

attitudinal	 factors	 including	 work-readiness	 is	 not	 well	 known	 (Karmel	 et	 al.,	

2014).	The	mimetic	nature	of	work-ready	metis	knowledge	also	makes	it	difficult	

to	 teach	 in	 cross-cultural	 contexts.	 Metis	 knowledge	 is	 difficult	 to	 teach	 or	

transmit	 through	 formal,	 standardised	 and	 reproducible	 means,	 as	 it	 is	

manifested	 in	 the	 use	 of	 a	 skill,	 meaning	 it	 is	 not	 reflective	 and	 cannot	 be	

formulated	 into	 rules.	 That	 is,	 it	 cannot	 be	 taught	 or	 learned	 through	

communicating	 abstractions,	 only	 imparted	 or	 acquired	 by	 mimesis,	 or	

continuous	contact	with	one	who	 is	perpetually	practising	 it,	 through	 imitation	

(Oakeshott,	1990:	15).		

	

A	 focus	 on	 work-readiness,	 or	 increasing	 levels	 of	 skills	 and	 knowledge	 as	 a	

means	for	increasing	productivity	and	competitiveness	in	a	globalised	economy	

is	 part	 of	 a	 broader	 neoliberal	 discourse	 on	 reforming	 citizens’	 subjectivity	 in	

order	to	create	an	economic	persona	that	conforms	to	the	dictates	of	the	market.	

This	 includes	 being	 economically	 self-sufficient	 and	 selling	 one’s	 labour	 to	

support	 an	 independent	 household	 composed	 of	 a	 nuclear	 family	 (Peterson,	

1998:	111).	Additional	attributes	supporting	this	include	individualistic	striving	

and	capital	accumulation	(Peterson,	1998:	112).	Indigenous	employment	policy	

attempts	 to	 create	 such	 subjects	 by	 promoting	 a	 particular	 kind	 of	 work-

readiness	metis	knowledge	that	is	informed	by	mainstream,	western	conceptions	

of	work.		
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5.4	Extending	governmental	control		

	

A	 function	 of	work-readiness	 discourse	 is	 to	 enact	 power	 relations	 by	 shaping	

conceptions	of	what	is	considered	true,	valued	or	necessary.	Povinelli	(1993:	6)	

notes	that	western	concepts	of	human	labour,	work,	leisure,	wealth	and	subject	

and	object	can	be	used	as	discursive	tools	deployed	hegemonically	against	non-

western	 peoples.	 Povinelli	 (1993)	 argues	 that	 Australian	 governments	 assess	

labour	action	and	the	economy	according	to	notions	of	productivity	based	on	the	

western	philosophical	tradition	of	materialism.	According	to	this	understanding,	

work	is	measured	by	the	values	it	produces	and	the	leisure	it	affords	(Povinelli,	

1993:	11).	

	

Work-readiness	discourse	establishes	and	justifies	coercive	modes	of	governing	

Indigenous	 people	 by	 constructing	 Indigenous	 people	 as	 possessing	 deficient	

subjectivities	that	need	to	be	reformed.	Policy	documents	advocate	the	necessity	

of	 this	 task	 by	 juxtaposing	 ideal	 work-ready	 subjects	 with	 non-work-ready	

individuals	who	need	 to	be	encouraged	 to	desire	 to	work	and	value	work	as	 a	

source	of	wellbeing.	The	use	of	short	biographies	in	policy	documents	illustrates	

the	 desired	 pattern	 of	 transformation	 from	 unemployed	 to	 employed.	 An	

ideological	consequence	of	these	representations	is	the	discursive	imposition	of	

identities,	 in	which	certain	aspects	of	 learners	are	recognised,	while	others	are	

denied.	 Indigenous	 people’s	 values	 of	 work	 and	 their	 associated	 metis	

knowledge	 are	 not	 acknowledged	 in	 employment	 policy	 documents.	 Work-
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readiness	 is	 normative,	 as	 the	 desired	 attributes	 of	 workers	 and	 learners	 are	

defined	according	to	the	values,	beliefs	and	expectations	of	the	dominant	culture,	

represented	by	employer	interests	(Wheelan,	2007:	645).	

	

Work-readiness	 discourse	 presents	 a	 single	 legitimate,	 politically	 sanctioned	

form	of	metis	knowledge	that	promotes	mainstream	conceptions	of	work	and	the	

culturally	 inflected	 habits,	 abilities,	 values	 and	 attitudes	 that	 they	 entail.	 The	

transitivity	analysis	of	policy	documents	reveals	that	knowledge	 is	represented	

primarily	as	a	noun.	This	has	the	effect	of	making	its	transferable	status	appear	

unquestionable.	 The	 use	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 competencies	 across	 documents	

signifies	 the	 particular	 skills	 and	 attitudes	 that	 comprise	 work-readiness.	

However,	the	transferability	of	metis	knowledge	is	complicated	by	its	contextual	

and	 mimetic	 nature,	 meaning	 that	 if	 work-readiness	 knowledge	 is	 not	

transferred,	Indigenous	people	can	be	blamed	for	failing	to	learn.		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 define	 how	 one	 can	 use	 work-

readiness	metis	knowledge	properly.	Policy	documents	portray	the	state’s	role	in	

providing	 employment	 services	 in	 a	 way	 that	 portrays	 Indigenous	 people	 as	

active	and	the	state	as	passive.	That	is,	Indigenous	people	are	made	responsible	

for	their	own	learning	and	job	searches.	An	absence	of	Indigenous	people’s	role	

in	social	inclusion	measures	implies	that	Indigenous	people	need	to	conform	to	

the	 standards	 of	 mainstream	 workplaces,	 and	 indicates	 that	 individual	 rather	

than	 institutional-level	 change	 is	 the	 only	 legitimate	 mode	 of	 increasing	

workplace	participation.			
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An	effect	of	these	discursive	measures	is	to	create	a	set	of	criteria	against	which	

Indigenous	 people	 are	 judged	 to	 be	 deficient	 and	 enforce	 a	 set	 of	 benchmarks	

that	are	difficult	to	achieve.	Strakosch	(2015:	134)	describes	Indigenous	people	

as	inhabiting	a	‘liminal	subject	position’,	underwritten	by	a	circular	logic.	That	is,	

Indigenous	people	are	not	capable	enough	to	be	work-ready,	though	they	can	be	

improved	 through	 training.	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 simultaneously	 expected	 to	

become	work-ready,	while	 constantly	 having	 those	 abilities,	 competencies	 and	

metis	 knowledges	 assessed	 and	 taught.	 The	 state	 extends	 control	 over	

Indigenous	 lives	 by	 portraying	 them	 as	 in	 need	 of	 training,	which	 justifies	 the	

imposition	of	rules	on	what	they	have	to	do,	learn,	know	and	value.	

	

	 	



	
	

247	

Chapter	6:	Indigenous	orientations	to	work	and	employment		

	

6.1	Introduction	
	

	

A	 key	 aim	 of	 this	 research	 is	 to	 contrast	 the	work-readiness	metis	 knowledge	

embedded	 in	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 with	 the	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	 observed	 in	 the	 respondents’	 orientations	 to	 work.	 I	 make	 this	

contrast	 to	support	my	argument	 that	differences	 in	metis	knowledge	 limit	 the	

policy’s	ability	to	 increase	rates	of	employment	amongst	Indigenous	people.	To	

progress	 this	 argument,	 I	 analyse	 semi-structured	 interviews	 conducted	 with	

Indigenous	residents	of	Darwin.	These	provide	insight	into	interview	respondent	

perspectives	 on	 and	 reactions	 to	 the	 modes	 of	 social	 interaction,	 values	 and	

behavioural	 norms	 that	 inform	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 They	 also	

illuminate	 the	 respondents’	 own	 metis	 knowledge,	 which	 they	 enact	 at	 work.	

Consequently,	 these	 themes	are	useful	 sites	of	 comparison	 for	 illustrating	how	

different	sets	of	metis	knowledge	cause	policy	to	fail.	

	

Indigenous	 orientations	 to	work	 are	 situated	 alongside	mainstream,	 neoliberal	

conceptions	 of	 work	 characterised	 as	 individualistic,	 instrumental	 and	

impersonal.	 My	 analysis	 of	 the	 interview	 data	 reveals	 that	 respondents’	

orientations	to	work	differ	to	those	embedded	in	neoliberal	conceptions	of	work	

and	 are	 characterised	 as	 holistic,	 personal	 and	 collectivist	 in	 nature.	 Three	

central	themes	reflect	the	clash	between	personal	and	impersonal	norms	in	the	



	
	

248	

workplace,	 including	 differing	 understandings	 of	 time,	 uses	 of	 money,	 and	

relationships	at	 the	workplace.	The	three	themes	combine	data	that	 focuses	on	

the	interactional	and	relational	aspects	of	work	

	

First,	 I	examine	respondents’	 reactions	 to	 the	 imposed	notion	of	 ‘clock	 time’	at	

the	workplace	and	outline	how	they	conceive	time	in	comparison.	Respondents	

reported	 difficulties	 related	 to	 adjusting	 to	 the	 demands	 of	 ‘clock	 time’.	 They	

explained	their	own	form	of	metis	knowledge	connected	to	an	understanding	of	

time	that	 is	based	on	using	social	relationships	to	mark	time.	Second,	 I	analyse	

respondents’	experiences	of	 the	 tension	surrounding	uses	of	money	and	wages	

and	 supporting	 familial	 obligations.	 Respondents	 detailed	 how	 they	 use	 their	

own	know-how	to	create	value	from	work	in	the	form	of	bonding	social	capital.	

Third,	 respondents	 perceived	 the	 nature	 of	 hierarchical,	 instrumental	

relationships	 at	work	 to	 be	 jarring	 and	discouraging.	 In	 contrast,	 respondents’	

explanations	of	how	they	interact	at	the	workplace	in	general	are	more	personal,	

founded	 on	 the	 principle	 of	 respecting	 the	 autonomy	 of	 others	 and	 working	

collaboratively.		

	

The	 clash	 between	 individualistic	 and	 relational	 ontologies	 is	 expressed	 as	 a	

difficulty	 in	 adjusting	 to	 impersonal	 conceptions	 of	 the	 workplace	 and	 its	

associated	metis	knowledge.	An	implication	of	the	differing	orientations	to	work	

and	the	attendant	metis	knowledge	is	illustrated	by	respondents’	frequent	use	of	

the	 term	 ‘shamejob’.	 This	 term	 indicates	 feelings	 of	 shyness	 and	 a	 lack	 of	

confidence	that	can	lead	to	disengagement	with	mainstream	workplaces.	These	

differences	 in	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 the	 feelings	 of	 shame	 that	 it	 causes	
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contributes	 to	 the	 inherent	 limitations	 of	 neoliberal	 governance	 to	 alter	

individuals’	 subjectivities.	 That	 is,	 instead	 of	 altering	 their	 subjectivity	 and	

identity,	 some	 interview	 respondents	 withdrew	 due	 to	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	

shamejob.		

	

	

6.2	Indigenous	orientations	to	work:	time,	money	and	hierarchical	
relationships	
	

6.3	Personal	and	impersonal	spheres:	work	and	home		

	 	 	

Indigenous	 employment	policy	 encourages	 Indigenous	 subjects	 to	 adopt	work-

readiness	metis	 knowledge	 that	 supports	 an	 impersonal	 workplace.	 Industrial	

modes	of	organising	labour	create	separate	spheres.	Unpaid	work	is	represented	

as	being	based	at	 the	home,	which	 is	personal,	diffuse	and	based	on	 long-term	

interdependence	(Hart,	2005:	165).	The	public	sphere	of	work	as	an	ideal	type	is	

represented	as	objective,	 impersonal,	specialised	and	calculated.	The	norm	in	a	

western	work	context	 is	 to	enter	work	relationships,	either	as	an	employee	 for	

gaining	 access	 to	 wages	 or	 as	 an	 employer	 for	 investing	 in	 labour	 power.	

Relationships	 at	 work	 are	 instrumental	 and	 are	 entered	 into	 because	 of	 a	

rational	calculation	that	the	relationship	can	serve	as	a	means	towards	achieving	

some	 ends	 that	 are	 beyond	 the	 relationship	 itself	 (Kusterer,	 1978:	 150).	 This	

distinction	is	also	portrayed	as	gendered,	where	a	male	breadwinner	pursues	his	

occupation	and	employment	freely	in	the	public	sphere,	while	a	female	caregiver	

remains	in	the	private	sphere	(Vosko,	2010).	



	
	

250	

	

Hart	 (2005)	 argues	 that	 capitalistic	 culture	 demands	 that	 individuals	 separate	

their	 personal	 and	 impersonal	 spheres.	 Social	 pressure	 for	 markets	 to	 be	

impersonal	originates	from	a	rational	calculation	of	profit	 in	enterprises,	which	

depends	on	capital	being	able	 to	control	 labour	 (Hart,	2005:	166).	 In	order	 for	

this	to	happen,	people	must	be	taught	to	submit	to	the	impersonal	disciplines	of	

the	workplace.	The	Marxist	description	for	this	phenomenon	can	be	described	as	

alienation,	 in	 which	 the	 product	 of	 a	 person’s	 labour	 is	 separated	 from	 their	

labour	power,	or	the	effort	imbued	within	that	product.		

	

Brownlie	 (2014)	 describes	 how	 modern	 capitalism	 requires	 individuals	 to	

regulate	 their	 emotions	 through	 self-reflection/introspection.	 The	 service-

economy	work	 of	 late	 capitalism	 is	 based	 on	 interaction	with	 others,	meaning	

that	 it	 involves	metis	knowledge	of	how	to	react	 to	others	 in	highly	structured	

public	 settings	 like	 the	 workplace.	 Cowlishaw	 (1999:	 22)	 argues	 that	 this	 is	

characteristic	 of	 the	 instrumental	 rationality	 of	 mainstream	 non-Indigenous	

Australian	 culture,	 in	 which	 pragmatic,	 material,	 secular	 matters	 outweigh	

emotional	 or	 metaphysical	 concerns.	 Interview	 respondents	 recognised	 the	

imperative	to	detach	themselves	from	their	personal	sphere.	Their	responses	to	

this	detachment	 indicate	 that	 it	was	not	 a	natural	mode	of	 ordering	 their	 own	

behaviour.	 They	 sought	 to	 make	 a	 more	 meaningful	 connection	 between	

themselves,	their	labour	and	their	wider	sphere	of	relationships	with	kin.		
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6.4	Metis	knowledge,	governing	and	disposition	
	

The	 concept	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 makes	 cultural	 practices	 amenable	 to	

comparison	with	governmental	initiatives	that	aim	to	change	behaviour	through	

teaching	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 Metis	 knowledge	 does	 not	 just	

describe	 the	 content	 of	 cultural	 practices,	 and	 is	 not	 simply	 a	manifestation	of	

values,	 but	 is	 also	 a	 motivation	 to	 action.	 This	 makes	 metis	 knowledge	 a	 key	

component	 of	 neoliberal	 governance,	 which	 relies	 on	 knowledge	 transfer	 for	

instilling	 the	 correct	 capacities	 and	 habits	 of	 self-control	 to	 enable	 shared	

competence,	or	continued	interaction	amongst	others	in	wider	society.	Freedom	

conceived	 under	 neoliberal	 governance	 depends	 on	 observing	 the	 rules	 of	

conduct	 of	 the	 free	 market.	 A	 consequence	 of	 governing	 according	 to	 this	

conception	 of	 freedom	 means	 treating	 individuals	 as	 autonomous	 and	

empowered	to	make	responsible	choices	where	conditions	are	set	to	encourage	

some	 outcomes	 and	 discourage	 others.	 As	 Li	 (2014:	 44)	 notes,	 individuals	

require	clear	rules	of	the	game	and	an	ability	to	make	good	choices.	In	this	way,	

inculcating	metis	 knowledge	 and	 know-how	 is	 central	 to	 the	 capacitating	 and	

enabling	function	of	neoliberal	governance.		

	

Pedagogic	 discipline	works	 according	 to	 this	 logic	 by	 teaching	 and	 harnessing	

metis	 knowledge	 and	 know-how	 in	 order	 to	 create	 self-governing	 subjects.	

Fantle	 (2008:	 455)	 describes	 know-how	 as	 an	 ability	 to	 act	 out	 the	 relevant	

rules,	 cannons	or	 criteria	governing	 the	 intelligent	execution	of	 an	activity	one	

knows	how	to	do.	That	is,	it	involves	the	behaviours	constitutive	of	that	activity	

and	the	capacity	or	disposition	to	behave	in	a	certain	way.	Knowing	what	to	do	in	
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practice	 is	also	evident	 from	a	person’s	 intentional	actions	 (Hager,	2000:	281).	

The	 dispositional	 account	 of	 know-how	 entails	 the	 relevant	 capacity	 or	

disposition	to	act	out	a	set	of	rules,	which	involves	consciously	enacting	practical	

judgement	rather	than	just	exercising	habitual	practices.		

	

Know-how	as	a	disposition	comprises	of	three	elements.	First,	it	involves	acting	

rationally.	Second,	 it	comprises	understanding	contextual	aspects	of	a	situation	

and	 responding	 appropriately.	 Third,	 it	 corresponds	 to	 ethical	 dimensions,	 in	

which	the	aim	is	to	respond	in	a	morally	correct	way	(Hager,	2000:	282).	These	

combined	 contextual,	 moral	 and	 rational	 characteristics	 of	 know-how	 present	

limitations	for	the	ability	of	governing	schemes	to	inculcate	and	harness	know-

how.	Neoliberal	governance	attempts	to	set	the	parameters	of	what	 individuals	

can	do	 in	 order	 to	 encourage	 them	 to	make	 rational,	 appropriate,	 and	morally	

correct	 decisions.	 That	 is,	 it	 operates	 according	 to	 the	 principle	 of	 choice,	

meaning	 individuals	 can	 choose	 to	 behave	 otherwise.	 Individuals	may	 subvert	

pedagogic	 authority	 by	 not	 acquiring	 or	 utilising	 mandated	 work-readiness	

metis	 knowledge	 in	 the	 intended	ways.	 The	 findings	 presented	 below	 suggest	

that	 respondents	 experienced	 conflict	when	 situated	 in	 contexts	 that	 insist	 on	

conforming	 to	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 Respondents	 possessed	 a	

different	 form	of	metis	 knowledge	 to	 that	mandated	by	work-readiness	policy.	

They	 were	 also	 disposed	 to	 enact	 their	 own	 metis	 knowledge	 according	 to	 a	

different	rationality,	morality	and	understanding	of	contexts.		
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6.5	Time	discipline	

	

6.5.1	Reactions	to	‘clock	time’	
	

Interview	 respondents	 highlighted	 the	 difficulties	 associated	with	 adjusting	 to	

‘clock	 time’	 and	 its	 differences	 with	 Indigenous	 perceptions	 of	 time.	 I	 draw	

attention	 to	 this	 theme	because	 it	demonstrates	 the	difficulties	associated	with	

being	forced	to	adjust	to	an	institutional	setting	in	which	social	action	is	ordered	

according	to	a	particular	kind	of	metis	knowledge.	The	differences	between	clock	

time	 and	 ways	 of	 conceiving	 time	 in	 Indigenous	 Australian	 culture	 is	 often	

represented	 in	 a	 dichotomous	way.	 Clock	 time	 is	 every	 day,	 rather	 than	 task-

oriented,	 meaning	 it	 is	 homogenous,	 predictable,	 purchasable,	 and	 divisible	

(Bergmann,	 1992:	 112).	 That	 is,	 it	 is	 characterised	 as	 having	 a	 unidirectional,	

linear,	and	continuous	flow	from	past	to	 future	(Adam,	1994:	506).	 In	contrast,	

pre-industrial	 modes	 of	 conceiving	 time	 are	 often	 represented	 as	 being	

organised	 by	 tasks	 and	 routines	 rather	 than	 by	 the	 clock.	 That	 is,	 it	 is	 cyclical	

rather	 than	 linear,	 qualitative	 rather	 than	 quantitative,	 oriented	 to	 stability	

rather	than	change,	based	on	environmental	rather	than	abstract	measures,	and	

is	 oriented	 to	 the	 present	 rather	 than	 the	 future	 (Adam,	 1994:	 504).	 Adam	

(1994)	 has	 demonstrated	 that	 the	 binary	 distinction	 between	 the	 two	 is	 not	

sharply	 defined	 and	 often	 overlaps.	 Despite	 the	 theoretical	 limitations	 of	 this	

binary	classification,	data	 from	 interviews	reveals	 that	 Indigenous	respondents	

reported	 that	adapting	 to	quantitative,	 linear	 clock	 time	was	a	key	difficulty	 in	

conforming	to	the	mainstream	culture	of	work.		
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A	younger	respondent,	Daniel,	described	the	challenges	associated	with	adapting	

to	 the	 demands	 of	 time	 discipline,	 in	 which	 punctuality	 and	 adherence	 to	

deadlines	were	common	examples.	Daniel	grew	up	in	a	remote	community	with	

his	mother	and	spent	occasional	time	with	his	father	in	Darwin.	He	was	20	years	

old,	attending	university	at	the	time	of	interviewing	and	living	in	accommodation	

for	 Indigenous	 students.	 Having	 been	 brought	 up	 in	 two	 different	 cultural	

contexts,	he	was	very	aware	of	the	differences	between	the	two	and	was	able	to	

articulate	 these	 very	well	 and	 dissect	 the	 differences	 between	 them	 at	 both	 a	

micro	and	macro	level:	

	

[Daniel]:	Yeah.	I	guess	white	fella	time	you	can	describe	it	as	more	they	try	
to,	I	guess,	have	things	done	and	within	a	certain	time	period.	So,	like	they	
set	deadlines,	whereas	black	fellas	aren’t	as,	sort	of,	they'll	get	it	done	once	
they	get	it	done,	sort	of	thing.	You	know,	like	they’ll	sit	there	and	talk	about	
it.	Because	I	guess	with	life	all	the	time	it’s	all	found	by,	like	you	know,	the	
number	of	seconds,	minutes.	Like	it’s…	
[Interviewer]:	You’re	timed	by	the	clock.		
[Daniel]:	Yeah,	timed	by	the	clock.	And	they	all	work	off	the	clock.	Whereas	
with	black	fellas	I	guess	we	work,	well	part	of	daylight.	You	know,	especially	
when	they	come	at,	especially	if	someone	comes	like	an	hour	late	to	the	
meeting,	they	look	and	say,	oh	you	know	there's	plenty	of	time,	sun’s	still	up,	
sort	of	thing	
	

[Interviewer]:	And	do	you	think	a	lot	of	other	Aboriginal	people	struggle	
with	white	fella	time	the	way	you	said	you	have?	
[Daniel]:	Yes	I	do.	Yeah…	I	guess	getting	into	that	sort	of	routine	where	I	
sort	of	had	to	adapt	to	it	because	you	know,	it’s,	it’s	the	society	that	I’m	
living	in	right	now.	So	I	had	to	sort	of,	not	change	my	ways	necessarily	like	
my	values	and	stuff,	but	change	my	habits.	Like	getting	up	at	6	and	doing	
that	stuff	especially	when	I	do	get	called	in	from	Kormilda	College	you	
know,	I’ve	had	to	make	sure	that	I	do	get	a	good	night’s	sleep	and	this	and	
that…	Here,	you	know,	you	definitely	have	to	change	those	habits,	you	have	
to	get	a	good	night’s	sleep	so	you	do	wake	up	early	in	the	morning	not	
grumpy	and	tired	and	you’re	not	struggling.	I	had	to	make	sure	that	I’d	
timed,	like	even	had	to	use	white	fella	time	I’d	like,	so	if	I	leave	at	7	I’ll	make	
it	there	at	7.30.	That	sort	of	stuff.	I	had	to	plan	that.	I	had	to	make	a	lot	of	
plans	
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Another	 respondent,	 Holly,	 also	 explained	 the	 challenges	 associated	 with	

adapting	 to	 clock	 time.	 Holly	 is	 highly	 educated,	 articulate,	 middle	 class	 and	

works	 a	 demanding	 corporate-style	 job	 for	 an	 Indigenous-focused	 government	

agency.	She	 lives	 in	a	nuclear	 family	with	her	partner	who	also	has	 Indigenous	

heritage.	 She	 tends	 to	 speak	 on	 behalf	 of	 more	 traditional	 Indigenous	 people,	

rather	than	from	her	own	perspective:	

	

[Holly]:	Yeah,	I	think	it	does	make	it	hard	in	that	Aboriginal	culture	isn’t	so	
regimented	whereas	white	society	is	very	regimented:	you’ve	got	to	be	at	
work	by	8:30	till	whatever	time	your	EDA	says	you	have	to	work,	and	you	
have	your	lunch	break	from	this	time	to	this	time,	and	you	report	to	your	
management	lines,	and	all	that	sort	of	monotonous	stuff	of	being	in	a	
workplace.	Which,	if	you’re	from	white	society,	that’s	just	what	you’re	used	
to,	that’s	what	you	know,	whereas	in	Aboriginal	society	things	are	a	lot	
more	relaxed	and	free-going	and	not	so	regimented		

	

Another	 respondent,	Tom,	had	 a	non-Indigenous	 father,	 though	his	 Indigenous	

mother	raised	him.	He	grew	up	in	Darwin,	had	spent	much	of	his	adult	life	in	and	

out	 of	 prison	 and	 was	 semi-illiterate.	 At	 the	 time	 of	 interviewing,	 Tom	 was	

unemployed	 and	 eager	 to	 begin	working	 again.	 Tom	was	 deeply	 embedded	 in	

many	relationships	with	other	Indigenous	people.	Evidence	of	this	arose	during	

interviews	when	he	would	sometimes	approach	other	Indigenous	people	to	lend	

them	a	cigarette	and	would	converse	with	them	about	who	he	was	and	where	he	

was	 from,	 often	 drawing	 connections	 between	 himself	 and	 others.	 Because	 of	

this	immersion	Tom	provided	good	insight	into	the	everyday	events	and	conduct	

of	Indigenous	people:	

	

[Interviewer]:	Okay,	alright,	but	his	support	and	his	job	and	teaching	him	
how	to	work	and	how	to	get	up	and	do	his	chores,	who	supported	him?	
[Tom]:	Well,	the	parents	had	a	list	up	to	say,	well	Joel,	your	day	is	to	do	this	
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after	school,	your	sister’s	tomorrow,	you	know	they	got	a	roster	list	where	
the	kids	know	what	to	do	when	they	go	to	the	fridge	after	school,	oh,	you’ve	
got	to	have	a	drink	of	water	when	they	get	back	from	school,	the	first	thing	
they	look	straight	on	the	fridge,	oh	there's	a	list	up	there,	what	the	white	
people	gotta	do,	where	us	black	fellas	we	don’t	get	lists		

	

Anne	 is	 outspoken	 and	 reasonably	 articulate,	 and	 suffers	 from	 mental	 health	

issues	that	are	accommodated	by	her	employer,	an	Indigenous	organisation.	She	

is	a	significant	figure	in	the	organisation’s	hierarchy	and	is	a	committed	activist	

for	Indigenous	issues:	

	

[Interviewer]:	What	do	you	think	you	know	from	having	worked	with	white	
people	in	that,	as	the	only	Aboriginal	person	in	the	workplace?	What	do	you	
think	you	know	that	they	are	going	to	have	to	learn?	
[Anne]:	Well,	there’s	a	lot	of	things	you	will	learn,	you	know,	like	you	know,	
discipline,	discipline	is	a	really	big	thing	in	the,	in	the	non-Indigenous.	
[PT]:	Is	that	a	good	thing	or	a	bad	thing?	
[Anne]:	No,	that’s	a	really	good	thing.	You	know,	that’s	a	really	good,	good	
thing,	I	appreciate	that.	There’s	discipline	and	just,	you	know,	you	learn	to	
have	different	modes	of	behaviour.	
[Interviewer]:	Right,	okay.	
[Anne]:	How	to	be,	you	know,	all	different	modes	of	behaviour	when	you	are	
around	non-Indigenous	people	and	you	know,	you	basically	can	become	a	
chameleon		

	

The	need	to	adapt	to	clock	time,	or	‘white	fella	time’,	highlights	the	way	in	which	

mainstream	workplaces	demand	self-consciousness	and	self-awareness	of	what	

one	is	doing	and	to	constantly	orientate	oneself	 to	the	future.	Responses	to	the	

normative	measures	that	regulate	behaviour	such	as	a	roster	and	the	importance	

of	 discipline	 are	 examples	 of	 how	 metis	 knowledge	 related	 to	 clock	 time	 is	

internalised	 or	 not.	 The	 metaphor	 included	 in	 the	 phrase	 ‘you	 basically	 can	

become	a	chameleon’	is	telling	in	this	regard.		
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Having	a	certain	understanding	of	how	to	conduct	oneself	allows	one	to	change	

one’s	appearance	at	will,	or	adopt	certain	behaviours	and	apply	them	properly,	

according	 to	 the	 contexts	 in	 which	 one	 finds	 oneself.	 Behaving	 in	 this	 way	

presupposes	certain	kinds	of	abilities	and	know-how	linked	to	how	one	conducts	

and	 coordinates	 one’s	 actions	 in	 relation	 to	 social	 interaction	 and	 others’	

behaviours.	 Terms	 such	 as	 having	 to	 ‘change	 one’s	 habits’	 and	 ‘make	 plans’	

demonstrate	this	imperative.	Respondents’	responses	also	suggest	that	learning	

to	adapt	 to	 the	demands	of	highly	 regimented	 time	at	work	 is	difficult.	 Several	

respondents	articulated	their	 feelings	 in	relation	to	adjusting	to	clock	time.	For	

example,	Daniel	describes	the	‘shock’	of	adjusting	to	clock	time:	

	

[Daniel]:	I	guess	when	I	came	to	Darwin	it	was	just	like	everyone	was	just	
walking	straight	past	each	other	sort	of,	you	know,	even	though,	you	know	a	
lot	of	people	in	Darwin	and	Darwin	is	pretty	small	but	it’s	not	sort	of	to	the	
point	where	everybody	knows	each	other.		
[Interviewer]:	Yep.		
[Daniel]:	And	it’s,	it	was	shocking	in	that	sense	and	it	was	shocking	in	the	
sense	that	I	guess	everyone	was	just	so	busy.	Like	the	concept	of	time	was	
different.	It’s	more	rush.	

	

Geena	describes	the	tensions	that	arise	when	the	obligations	to	spend	time	with	

family	 conflict	 with	 the	 time	 one	 is	 required	 to	 be	 at	 work.	 Geena	 is	 a	 single	

mother	 working	 at	 an	 Indigenous	 organisation	 who	 is	 ambitious	 to	 learn	 and	

‘make	 something	 of	 her	 life’.	 She	 has	 a	 working-class	 background	 and	 also	

regretfully	identifies	as	having	lost	touch	with	her	culture	due	to	her	upbringing	

in	the	city:	

	

It’s	so	much	harder	for	an	Aboriginal	guy	out	there	trying	to	make	it	
because	they	still	put	you,	‘Oh,	you’re	from	there,	what	are	you	trying…’	just	



	
	

258	

as	much	as	Aboriginal	mob	say	‘What	are	you	trying	to	do?	Are	you	trying	
to	act	white?’	

	

In	this	case,	working	itself	is	regarded	as	‘white’	or	a	specifically	non-Indigenous	

activity	when	one	 chooses	 to	 spend	 time	at	work	 rather	 than	with	 family.	The	

competing	 demands	 for	 time,	 and	 how	 one	 chooses	 to	 use	 it	 can	 cause	 a	

perception	 of	 selfishness.	 Mainstream,	 neoliberal	 time	 causes	 difficulties	 by	

forcing	people	 to	choose,	which	provokes	 judgemental	attitudes	and	responses	

from	others.		

	

6.5.2	Aspects	of	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	in	relation	to	time	
	

The	ordering	of	time	has	a	normative	effect	on	the	structure	and	coordination	of	

behaviour,	 social	 action	 and	 decision-making.	 Bergmann	 (1992)	 explains	 the	

concept	 of	 ‘time	 reckoning’	 as	 involving	measuring	 time,	 tempo,	 sequence	 and	

duration,	 and	 the	 temporal	 standardisation	 of	 social	 behaviour	 by	 connecting	

specific	 behaviour	 with	 a	 regularly	 repeated	 event	 that	 serves	 as	 a	 reference	

point.	The	events	chosen	can	be	based	on	social	values	and	economic,	political	or	

religious	structures.	For	example,	clock	time	is	just	one	mode	of	time	reckoning,	

in	which	time	takes	on	the	characteristics	of	a	commodity	(Bergmann,	1992:	99).	

Time	reckoning	involves	knowing	how	certain	times	are	consistent	in	relation	to	

other	 events	 and	 processes,	 that	 is,	 being	 shorter	 and	 longer,	 or	 faster	 and	

slower	(Adam,	1994:	514).	This	 is	a	form	of	metis	knowledge	that	 is	 learned	in	

practice	and	is	utilised	to	navigate	unfamiliar	contexts	competently.		
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The	metis	knowledge	 that	 respondents	described	 in	 relation	 to	 time	reckoning	

directs	 social	 behaviour,	 events,	 interactions	 and	 processes	 that	 prioritise	

relationships	 over	 discreet	 tasks	 or	 impersonal,	 institutional	 norms.	 This	 also	

reflects	particular	contextual,	rational	and	moral	aspects	of	know-how.	These	are	

expressed	 as	 an	 ethical	 concern	 for	 upholding	 familial	 obligations,	 and	 a	

particular	 rationality	 involving	knowing	how	 to	use	 social	markers	 to	measure	

time,	 and	 to	 do	 so	 according	 a	 rubric	 of	 quality	 rather	 than	 quantity.	

Respondents	expressed	a	disposition	to	understand	contexts	in	a	particular	way	

and	 respond	 using	 this	 know-how.	 I	 use	 examples	 of	 this	 to	 demonstrate	

examples	of	how	respondents	used	this	in	practice.	

	

Many	respondents’	discussion	of	time	indicated	that	it	is	valued	according	to	the	

time	one	spends	with	family.	That	is,	time	spent	at	work	has	utility	and	value	to	

the	 extent	 that	 it	 supports	 relationships	 outside	 of	 work.	 Alternatively,	

neoliberalism	and	 capitalism	more	 generally	 create	 time	 as	 a	medium	 through	

which	 labour	 is	 translated	 into	an	abstract	 exchange	value	 (Adam,	1994:	513).	

Respondents’	 expressions	 of	 time-reckoning	 stand	 as	 an	 example	 of	 a	 moral	

element	 of	 the	 know-how	 that	 orders	 the	 ability	 to	 measure	 time,	 tempo,	

sequence	and	duration	in	relation	to	an	overarching	ethic	of	upholding	personal	

relationships	with	others.	

	 	

Sandra	describes	her	own	and	other	Indigenous	people’s	comprehension	of	time,	

emphasising	 the	 ability	 to	 manoeuvre	 around	 clock	 time	 in	 order	 to	

accommodate	time	for	supporting	familial	relationships.	Sandra	is	a	very	strong	

and	powerful	leader	in	her	community	who	broadcasts	her	own	show	on	Yolngu	
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Radio.	 She	 is	 passionate	 about	 promoting	 Indigenous	 cultures	 and	 is	 a	 patient	

educator	of	white	people.	She	regularly	performs	cultural	dance	for	events.	She	

speaks	 frankly	 and	 articulately,	 though	 it	 is	 sometimes	 hard	 to	 understand	

because	of	the	cultural	divide	and	assumed	knowledge	when	she	speaks:		

	

[Interviewer]:	Time	and	money	they	are	together	like	that	in	Balanda	[non-
Indigenous],	yeah.	
[Sandra]:	Even	though	if	for	the	time	I	am	paid	for	is	just	to	cover	the	
expenses	of	my	fixed	bill	and	anything	after	that	comes	out	into	my	account	
it’s	probably	just	good	enough	and	only	because	I	think	struggle	is	good,	it,	I	
don’t	know,	when	you	struggle	it	just	makes	you	a	stronger	person,	I	think,	
and	you	don’t	care	about	money,	even,	you	know,	I	have	children	here	and	I	
go	to	work	and	I	get	paid	for	what	hours	I	am	entitled	to,	sometimes	I	don’t	
get	paid	that	much,	I	don’t	care,	as	long	as	I	am	paying	rent,	as	long	as	the	
power	is	still	on	and	that	the	food	is	on	the	table	and	that	I	get	to	get	the	car	
fixed	but	for	myself	I	never	ever	put	anything	aside	to	indulge	myself.		
[Interviewer]:	Right.	
[Sandra]:	That’s	the	way	we	see	it.	
[Interviewer]:	If	you	see	the	way	Balanda	see,	how	do	Balanda	see	it	and	
what	do	you	think?	
[Sandra]:	They,	it’s	their	culture.	
[Interviewer]:	Yeah.	
[Sandra]:	Work	for	money	on	time	their	culture	to	be	punctual	and	they	put	
aside	for	the	holidays,	it’s	part	of	the	plan.	
[Interviewer]:	Yeah.	
[Sandra]:	We	don’t	plan.	I’ve	never	been	planning	when	I	was	sitting	here	in	
Darwin	and	living	here	in	Darwin,	we	don’t	use	diaries	to	mark	dates	for	
whatever	
	
[Interviewer]:	do	you	have	an	opinion,	not	no	time,	but	the	different,	do	you	
have	an	opinion	on	that	punctuality,	what’s	your	opinion	of	that?	
[Sandra]:	If	they	would	picture	it	this	way,	a	group	of	men,	a	group	of	
Yolngu	would	come	together	and	arrange	occasion	after	some	time	I	had	
and	they	would	use	the	term	for	that	is	goḏarr	[gul-dah-rij]	which	means	
tomorrow,	it	doesn’t	mean	that	they	mean	it	for	tomorrow.	That	means	
days	to	come.	And	they	wouldn’t	make	a	statement	on	exactly	what	date.	
[Interviewer]:	Yeah,	yeah,	completely	different.	
[Sandra]:	That’s	the	world	we	live	in.	
[Interviewer]:	Yeah.	
[Sandra]:	And	we	are	still	there.	
[Interviewer]:	Yeah.	
[Sandra]:	That’s	why	it’s	a	bit	hard	for	us	to	you	know,	try	to	be	punctual		
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Sandra	describes	punctuality	 as	 a	 core	 feature	of	 clock	 time	and	 contrasts	 this	

with	a	less	regimented	Indigenous	mode	of	ordering	time.	Sandra’s	conception	of	

time	 illustrates	 a	 key	 element	 of	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 in	 this	 regard,	

namely	 an	 absence	 of	 calendars,	 diaries	 or	 ‘marking	 dates’	 to	 measure	 or	

represent	time.	That	is,	it	is	an	expression	of	knowing	how	to	act	rationally	in	a	

situation.	 Sandra’s	 explanation	 of	 the	 Yolŋu	 Matha	 term	 ‘goḏarr’	 or	 ‘days	 to	

come’	 is	 telling	 in	 this	 regard,	 as	 it	 reveals	 that	 the	Yolŋu	Matha	vocabulary	of	

time	does	not	necessarily	 specify	 the	 future	 in	precise	 terms.	Yolŋu	Matha	 is	 a	

language	spoken	by	the	Yolŋu	people	of	north-east	Arnhem	Land,	characterised	

as	a	remote	location.	Significantly,	Sandra	emphasises	how	‘goḏarr’	is	prevalent	

and	enduring	in	the	urban	context,	signified	by	the	statement	‘we	are	still	here’.	

Other	 respondents	who	had	grown	up	 in	Darwin	expressed	 similar	 sentiments	

by	characterising	non-Indigenous	people	at	work	as	constantly	busy,	rushing	or	

hurrying.		

	 	

Respondents	 articulated	 a	 kind	 of	 know-how	 or	 time-reckoning	 skill	 and	

rationality	that	involves	using	social	relations	as	markers	of	time.	In	this	schema	

of	metis	knowledge,	social	action	is	not	oriented	towards	a	future	point	in	time	

that	can	be	identified	and	measured	accurately	from	the	present.	This	conception	

of	time	is	not	abstracted	and	objectified	by	the	clock,	calendars	or	diaries,	nor	is	

it	context-dependent	or	commoditised.	In	the	absence	of	clocks,	social	relations	

serve	 as	 a	 measure	 of	 time	 and	 the	 markers	 for	 time	 reckoning.	 Bergmann	

(1992)	 notes	 that	 future	 orientation,	 a	 key	 aspect	 of	 clock	 time,	 is	 associated	

with	 individualism	 and	 orientation	 to	 individual	 success.	 Verdouw	 (2016:	 10)	
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argues	 that	 that	 the	 neoliberal	 self	 is	 supposed	 to	 be	 future-oriented	 and	 self-

confident	in	identifying	their	future.		

	

Another	 aspect	 of	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 involves	 time-reckoning	 tasks	

according	to	a	rubric	of	quality	rather	 than	quantity.	Metis	knowledge	 involves	

know-how	 that	 is	 procedural	 in	 nature.	 It	 involves	 being	 able	 to	 perform	 an	

action	according	to	a	set	of	rules	that	surround	a	particular	procedure	and	define	

its	 competent	 execution.	 The	 rationality	 attached	 to	 accomplishing	 this	 in	

relation	 to	 Indigenous	 forms	 of	 time-reckoning	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 related	 to	

this	 rubric	 of	 quality.	 Daniel	 explains	 how	 time	 is	 measured	 terms	 of	

workmanship	rather	than	in	terms	of	abstract	clock	time:		

	

	…we’re	taught,	you	know,	when	we	do	things	we	do	it,	with,	I	guess,	not	sort	
of	how	the	speed	of	it	but	the	quality	of	it	what	matters.	Like,	you	know,	for	
an	example	when	we’re	making	spears	we	want	to	make	sure	that	we	get	
that	good	straight	piece	of	wood.	You	want	to	get	good	prongs,	drill	that	
hole	slowly,	you	know,	glue	it	in.	Make	sure	that	it’s	stable,	straight,	strong.	
That’s	why	you	want	the	quality	of	things	to	be	like,	you	want	things	to	be	
done	with	quality,	like	high	quality		

	

In	 the	 case	 of	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge,	 competence	 and	 the	 rules	

surrounding	time	and	tempo	of	 individual	tasks	at	work	are	defined	in	relation	

to	 quality	 rather	 than	 quantity.	 In	 contrast,	 clock	 time	 and	 time	 reckoning	 in	

industrial	modes	of	ordering	work	create	abstract	quantifiable	units	of	time	and	

expectations	 surrounding	 tempo	 that	 define	 the	 competent	 performance	 of	 a	

task.	The	commodification	of	 time	means	that	the	 imperatives	of	efficiency	and	

cost-effectiveness	 dictate	 the	 need	 to	 repeat	 tasks	 quickly	 in	 pursuit	 of	
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productivity.	Clock	time	does	not	discount	quality;	rather,	it	emphasises	speed	as	

an	additional	parameter	for	judging	competence.		

	

Daniel	 illustrated	 the	 difficulties	 in	 accommodating	 the	 two	 modes	 of	 time-

reckoning	 abilities	 and	 expectations	 with	 a	 story	 of	 attempting	 to	 complete	

university	assignments	according	 to	a	deadline.	Daniel	described	how	he	spent	

more	time	perfecting	one	assignment	at	the	expense	of	the	others	that	were	due	

at	a	similar	time,	resulting	in	him	missing	the	deadline	for	the	other	assignments.	

For	 Daniel,	 the	 need	 to	 do	 the	 best	 job	 possible	 on	 the	 assignment	was	more	

important	 than	 finishing	 according	 to	 the	 time	 imposed	 by	 the	 deadline.	

Accordingly,	 Daniel	 applied	 time-reckoning	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 complete	 the	

assignment	that	favoured	quality	rather	than	quantity.	Daniel’s	actions	stand	as	

an	 example	 of	 the	 contextual,	 contingent	 and	 complex	 nature	 of	 metis	

knowledge.	Daniel’s	application	of	 time-reckoning	skills	 represents	his	attempt	

to	 respond	 competently	 to	 changing	 circumstances	 in	 a	 formally	 structured	

environment.	 The	 failure	 to	 execute	 time-reckoning	 skills	 competently	 is	 an	

example	 of	 epistemological	 dissonance.	 Daniel’s	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 not	

recognised	or	supported	in	this	particular	structured	context,	in	which	–	similar	

to	mainstream	workplaces	–	competence	is	defined	by	clock	time.	
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6.6	Uses	of	money		

6.6.1	Balancing	reciprocity	with	monetary	forms	of	value	
	

A	common	sentiment	that	respondents	expressed	was	a	preference	for	spending	

time	with	 family	 rather	 than	 at	work,	working	 in	 order	 to	 distribute	wages	 to	

support	 family	 and	 not	 conforming	 to	 the	 impersonal	 norms	 of	 mainstream	

workplaces.	 That	 is,	 the	 instrumental	 and	 impersonal	 nature	 of	 money	 was	

rejected	 in	 favour	 of	 a	 more	 relational	 understanding	 of	 money,	 and	 the	

attribution	 of	 exchange	 value	 in	 general.	 Respondents	 stressed	 that	 cultural	

obligations	 such	 as	 sharing	 wages	 with	 family	 were	more	 important	 than	 the	

obligations	 attached	 to	 employment,	 revealing	 deep-seated	 values	 related	 to	

maintaining	 relationships.	 I	 analyse	 this	 particular	 aspect	 of	 respondents’	

orientations	to	work	in	order	to	highlight	how	values	impact	on	the	meaning	that	

one	 attributes	 to	work	 and	 therefore	 the	metis	 knowledge	 needed	 to	 function	

effectively.	 The	 following	 quotes	 from	 Daniel	 and	 Claire	 were	 responses	 to	

questions	about	the	differences	between	Indigenous	and	non-Indigenous	values:		

	

[Daniel]:	I	guess	their	value	is	like,	yeah,	their	success,	you	know.	As	I	said	
before,	like,	having	a	nice	place	to	live	in,	a	job	that	pays	good	money,	nice	
car	and	stuff	like	that.	Whereas	the	Aboriginal	people	I	think	it’s	more	being	
in	tune	with	our	culture	and	your	family	as	well.	Like	that’s	one	of	their	big	
values,	because	you	see	an	Aboriginal	family	is	like,	it’s	a	really	big	family.	

	

Respondent	 Claire	 is	 an	 outspoken	 and	 articulate	 woman.	 She	 is	 single	 and	

without	children,	but	takes	significant	responsibility	for	extended	family	who	are	

in	town,	particularly	children	in	town	for	schooling.	She	works	hard	to	improve	

services	in	innovative	ways	for	Indigenous	people	through	her	employment	with	
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a	 government	 organisation.	 She	 comes	 from	 a	 hardworking	 family	 of	 high	

achievers	who	have	retained	close	connections	with	their	 language	and	culture	

(supported	by	the	geographical	closeness	of	 the	Tiwi	Islands	to	Darwin).	Claire	

has	also	completed	tertiary	education:	

	

[Interviewer]:	What’s	really	important	to	them,	then?	Obviously,	like	you’ve	
talked	about	what’s	important	to	Aboriginal	people	in	terms	of	the	sharing	
and	the	caring	and	the...	
[Claire]:	White	people	is	more	money,	put	it	in	the	bank.	They	career	
orientated,	like	they	want	the	top	jobs	and	they	want	big	paid	jobs	coz	they	
better	than	everybody	else	and	they’re	really	career	driven,	money	driven	
and	it’s	all	about	material.	Even	them	mob	at	work	I	love	‘em	to	death	but	
they	start	at	the	base	grade	and	you	just	see	them	they	just	wanna	fly,	keep	
going	higher	and	get	their	career	pathways	and	do	this	and	do	that.	Some	
Aboriginal	people	we’re	quite	happy	to	sit	on	an	AO5	[public	service	
classification]	forever	and	have	a	nice	life,	not	a	big	money…	Yeah,	they’re	
losing	their	family	because	I’m	sure	some	of	them	don’t	have	time	for	their	
children	at	home.	I	think	to	myself,	‘well,	why	you	bring	them	in	the	world?’	
You	spend	so	much	time	at	work	you	know,	you’re	all	at	work	early	and	then	
people	going	home	at	dark,	what	for?	You	saying	goodbye	to	the	kids	in	the	
morning	going	to	school	and	you	just	going	home	and	they	going	to	bed,	so	
you’re	not	spending	any	quality	time	with	them.	

	

The	value	placed	on	work	for	respondents	was	expressed	in	opposition	to	non-

Indigenous	values	that	are	characterised	by	individualistic	values	of	materialism,	

social	 status	 and	 conspicuous	 consumption.	 These	 values	 are	 illustrated	 by	

phrases	 such	 as,	 ‘they	 just	 wanna	 fly,	 keep	 going	 higher	 and	 get	 their	 career	

pathways’.	 A	 career	 pathway	 is	 generally	 understood	 to	 be	 a	 process	 where	

individuals	 accumulate	 skills	 for	 their	 own	 benefit	 and	 to	 meet	 employer	

demands,	which	 suggests	 an	 individualistic	mode	 of	 thinking	 (McRae-Williams	

and	 Guenther,	 2012).	 Respondents	 expressed	 a	 preference	 for	 working	

conditions	 or	 working	 roles	 that	 allow	 for	 a	 work-life	 balance	 in	 which	more	

time	is	spent	with	family,	rather	than	career	progression.	The	way	these	values	
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are	 placed	 in	 oppositional	 terms	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 indicating	 a	 preference	 for	

Indigenous	 values	 over	 non-Indigenous	 values.	 The	 rejection	 of	 individualistic	

values	 is	 also	 evoked	 by	 an	 eschewal	 of	 conspicuous	 consumption,	 implied	 by	

term	such	as	‘nice	place’,	‘nice	car’.	This	is	perceived	to	be	a	main	motivation	for	

non-Indigenous	 people	 to	 work,	 whereas	 Indigenous	 values	 deem	 this	

unnecessary.	Here,	work	and	the	material	benefits	 it	provides	are	secondary	to	

the	 ability	 to	 spend	 time	with	 one’s	 family.	 This	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 as	 a	 further	

rejection	of	the	impersonal	norms	that	shape	clock	time.		

	

The	way	 in	which	 respondents	 reported	using	 their	money	 is	 an	expression	of	

these	 values.	 Interview	 respondents	 applied	 different	 meanings,	 uses	 and	

allocations	of	money	that	align	with	a	relational	conception	of	personhood.	That	

is,	 respondents	 use	money	 for	 purposes	 that	 are	 separate	 from	 its	 impersonal	

logic	 and	 mirrors	 dynamics	 that	 more	 closely	 related	 to	 the	 dynamics	 of	 gift	

exchange	 and	 providing	 service	 to	 others.	 Gift	 exchange	 is	 cited	 as	 a	 more	

personalised	 conception	 of	 money,	 where	 markets	 are	 symbolic	 of	 human	

activity	and	the	morality	of	sustaining	relationships	(Bohannan,	1959:	493;	Hart,	

2005:	 163).	 Gifts	 are	 characterised	 by	 reciprocity,	 or	 the	 obligation	 to	 give,	

receive	and	return	(Yan,	2005:	249).	Yan	(2005:	246)	notes	that	the	centrality	of	

obligation	 to	 gift	 exchange	 is	 indicative	 of	 relational	 personhood.	 Objects	 are	

imbued	with	the	quality	of	relatedness,	meaning	they	represent	the	relationship	

between	 persons	 and	 can	 only	 be	 disposed	 by	 reaffirming	 their	 relations	with	

others	 (Yan,	 2005:	 257).	 Gifts	 are	 inalienable	 objects,	meaning	 they	 are	 never	

completely	 separated	 from	 those	 who	 gave	 them,	 while	 commodities	 are	

alienable.		
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Merlan	 (1991)	 argues	 that	 object-centred	 definitions	 of	 how	 social	 values	 are	

created,	such	as	through	gifts	or	commodities,	are	not	necessarily	applicable	to	

the	Indigenous	Australian	context.	Instead	the	notion	of	‘service’	is	more	useful.	

That	is,	helping	others	by	doing	or	giving	is	valued	in	itself.	Gift	and	commodity	

categories	 are	 object-centred	 and	 assume	 that	 material	 goods	 are	 primary	

bearers	 of	 value	 and	 mediate	 social	 relations	 (Merlan,	 1991:	 259).	 A	 service-

based	 mode	 of	 exchange	 means	 that	 activities	 deemed	 helpful	 are	 valued	 in	

themselves	 and	 provide	 a	 basis	 for	 exchange.	 Performing	 acts	 that	 constitute	

being	a	relative	for	someone,	by	giving	them	objects,	or	helping	them,	are	key	to	

how	value	is	understood	(Merlan,	1991:	263).	A	relational	ontology	also	informs	

this	conception	of	value	in	which	being,	doing	and	giving	for	others	is	central	to	

one’s	sense	of	self.		

	

The	way	money	is	used	by	Indigenous	interview	respondents	parallels	both	the	

ethos	 of	 gift	 giving	 and	 the	 dynamics	 of	 service.	 That	 is,	 money	 assumes	

particular	qualities	and	values	independent	of	quantity	and	can	be	used	as	a	non-

market	 medium,	 rather	 than	 general-purpose	 money	 that	 retains	 the	 same	

value-status	 in	 different	 contexts	 (Bohannan,	 1959;	 Zelizer,	 1989:	 352).	 For	

example,	respondents	often	noted	the	difficulty	in	saving	wages	for	themselves.	

Many	who	were	employed	were	also	cash-poor	due	to	obligations	to	share	their	

wages	with	family	members.	The	quotes	below	indicate	the	tension	experienced	

between	 impersonal	 conceptions	 of	 money	 and	 understandings	 of	 money	

inflected	with	more	personal	characteristics.		
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Neil	identified	as	Larrakia,	worked	as	a	ranger,	lived	at	home	with	his	family	and	

was	22	 at	 the	 time	of	 interview.	He	had	been	 in	 trouble	with	 the	 law	while	 at	

school.	He	 attended	 a	 program	at	 his	 school	 that	 boosted	 his	 confidence	 to	 be	

able	 to	 talk	 with	 others.	 He	 was	 well	 aware	 of	 what	 he	 perceived	 to	 be	 the	

injustices	 committed	 against	 Indigenous	 people	 and	 felt	 angry	 about	 these.	He	

felt	strongly	about	his	cultural	connection	to	the	land:	

	

[Neil]:	 Yeah,	yeah.	Like,	this	guy	said	to	me.	I	was	having	a	chat	with	him	at	
work.	I	was	working	with	him...	He	started	talking	about,	saying	things,	
talking	about	and	I	told	him,	like,	we’re	different	but	we’re	the	same.	Like,	
we	were	different.	Don’t	treat	us	any	different.	And	I	said,	we	work,	go	get	
jobs,	we’re	able	to	work,	get	money,	but	we	just	spend	it	on	family	or	things	
for	our	families.	And	if	we’ve	got	money,	we’ll	give	it	to	our	family.	We	don’t	
really	care.	But	the	white	bloke	now,	he	said,	‘But	you’re	working	for	
yourself	and	you’re	making	it	for	yourself.’	I'm	like,	‘Well,	we’re	not	greedy	
like	that.	We’re	not	like	that,	you	know.’	We’ve	got	a	choice	to	be,	but	not	
many	black	fellows	are	like	that.		
[Interviewer]:	So	was	this	guy	just	a	one-off	or	would	you	say	there’s	a	lot	of	
guys	like	him	living	in	Darwin?	
[Neil]:	Yeah,	a	lot	of	them	think	like	that	and	don't	respect	our	ways	and	
they	think,	‘This	black	fellow	doesn’t	have	a	house,	car	or	anything	like	that.’	
And	I’ve	said,	‘Maybe	it’s	because	he	cares	for	his	family	and	gives	it	to	his	
family,’	because,	you	know,	having	a	big	family	and	you’ve	got	not	enough	
money.	A	lot	of	them	think	like	that.	Yeah.	It	freaked	me	out	when	he	said	
that.	He’s	like,	‘Yeah,	I	knew	this	black	fellow.	He	worked	with	us,	same	
income,	and	he	still	had	nothing	the	whole	time	I	was	working	with	him.’	
And	I	said,	‘Because	he	could’ve	gave	it	all	to	his	family’		

	

Daniel	also	described	the	awkwardness	that	arises	from	the	obligation	to	give	to	

family	members:	

	

	[Interviewer]:	Some	of	the	other	respondents	have	said	that	the	family	is	
something	that	does	hold	them	back	from	succeeding…	
[Daniel]:	Yeah.	But	um,	like,	personally	I	don’t	think	it	–	you	know	–	family	
could	–	it	does,	you	know.	It	happens	a	lot,	like	for	Aboriginal	people	from	
succeeding	and	that	because	once	you	do	get,	I	guess,	a	high	paying	job	they	
are	just	going	to	come	and	sponge.	Yeah,	he	needs	to	share	sort	of	thing	but	
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some	of	them	–	not	all,	just	some	–	a	few	that	like	to	take	advantage	of	you	
and	use	it	for	their,	you	know,	for	their	habits.	

	

Cassandra	grew	up	 in	a	 town	camp	in	Darwin.	She	 is	part	of	a	high	profile	and	

reasonably	 activist	 family	 and	 is	 identified	 as	 an	 up-and-coming	 leader	 in	 the	

community.	She	 is	 regularly	selected	 for	various	committees	and	opportunities	

to	attend	seminars	down	south.	She	is	comfortable	with	her	leadership	role	and	

has	 significant	 ambitions	 for	 the	 Indigenous	 community,	 which	 she	 is	 making	

efforts	to	implement.	At	the	time	of	interviewing	she	was	pursuing	an	Indigenous	

leadership	course.	She	is	a	single	mother	with	several	sons	between	the	ages	of	

about	 7–18.	 Despite	 her	 regular	 appointment	 to	 unpaid	 committee	 and	 board	

positions,	she	had	trouble	finding	and	maintaining	paid	work:		

	

[Interviewer]:	So	if	your	point	before,	are	you	saying	like	working	a	job	is	
the	same	thing	like	hunting?	
[Cassandra]:	Yeah.	
[Interviewer]:	Is	just	the	same.	
[Cassandra]:	Reward	by	having	food,	not	just	for	yourself,	because	how	we	
live	today	we	worry	about	our	little	family,	whoever	we	have	in	the	house.	
Before,	the	hunters	and	gatherers	had	to	look	after	the	whole	community,	
whoever	was	there,	and	then	share	it	out.	
[Interviewer]:	Yes.	
[Cassandra]:	And	I	guess	that’s	where	all	the	obligation	all	falls	in	for	us	
mob,	that	if	someone	has	something	we	all	have	to	give,	whether	we	like	it	
or	not.	So	it’s	just	like	even	now	with	the	basic	card,	and	all	this,	like,	money	
that	we	do	have,	because	of	obligation	if	that	certain	person	come	and	ask	
us,	we	have	to	give,	no	if	and	but.	So	they’re	even	telling	us	now,	‘If	that	so-
and-so	come	and	ask	you,	you’re	going	to	now	have	to	say	no.’	Well,	and	it	
doesn’t	happen	like	that	in	our	world,	we’ve	got	rules	and	all	that	keep	us	
together,	and	abide	by	those	rules.	Some	of	us	seem	to	break	it	too.	

	

Moana	 passed	 away	 shortly	 after	 the	 data	 collection	was	 complete.	 She	 had	 a	

long-term	 non-Indigenous	 partner	 and	 they	 both	 lived	 in	 the	 long	 grass	 for	 a	

period	 and	 then	 stayed	 with	 family	 in	 a	 town	 camp	 until	 a	 house	 became	
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available	for	them	there.	Moana	grew	up	with	her	mother	and	the	white	family	

(who	had	 raised	her	mother)	 in	Adelaide.	When	her	mother	passed	 away	 as	 a	

teenager	 she	 moved	 to	 live	 with	 her	 father	 in	 a	 remote	 Central	 Australian	

community	and	had	 to	 learn	 the	 language	and	 the	way	of	 life,	which	was	hard.	

Her	 unique	 life	 experience	 gave	 her	 a	 particular	 and	 unique	 perspective	 on	

things:		

	

[Moana]:	Sort	of	just	like	you	show	a	family	member	that	they’ve	got	a	job,	
you	show	that	you’re	proud	of	them.	Being	able	to	say,	‘Have	a	good	day,	
we’ll	see	you	after,’	that	sort	of	thing.	I	see	so	many	other	people,	they	do	
have	jobs,	but	then	you’ve	got	family	humbug.	
[Interviewer]:	So	is	that	one	of	the	reasons	why	some	people	don’t	work?	
Because	they’ll	get	humbugged	for	their	money	even	if	they	do	earn	some?	
[Moana]:	Some	do.	Like,	there	are	perfectly	good	young	people	here,	or	any	
person	for	that	age,	just	in	themselves	if	they	really	want	to	do	it,	they	
should	get	up	and	do	it.	Family	should	be	behind	them,	encourage	them.	

	

Geena	describes	the	subsistence	mentality	surrounding	money:	

	

[Interviewer]:	If	someone’s	on	really	good	money	though,	if	they	handed	
that	over	to	their	family,	would	that	be	because	that’s	one	way	of	looking	
after	your	family,	is	you	get	a	really	good	job	and	it	brings	money	to	the	
household.	
[Geena]:	I	knows,	like,	don’t	get	me	wrong,	Aboriginal	love	money,	but	at	the	
same	time	money’s	not	everything	to	them,	so	if	they’ve	got	the	one	or	two	
people	that	are	out	there	making	the	money,	in	their	eyes,	that’s	all	they	
need,	they	don’t	need	the	whole	family	out	there	making	money,	because	
materialistic	stuff	is	nothing	to	us.	

	

Callum	 identified	 as	 Larrakia,	 was	 33	 years	 old,	 had	 attended	 university	 and	

worked	 as	 a	 professional.	 He	 spoke	 about	 issues	 in	 a	 mostly	 academic	 way,	

rather	 than	 providing	 his	 own	 opinions.	He	 had	 a	 very	 good	 understanding	 of	

Indigenous	 issues	 and	 was	 very	 articulate.	 He	 had	 not	 grown	 up	 being	



	
	

271	

surrounded	 by	 many	 other	 Indigenous	 people	 and	 had	 pursed	 a	 professional	

career	and	lived	with	only	his	immediate,	nuclear	family.		

	

[Callum]:	I	think	it’s	an	example	of	a	lot	of	other	stuff,	a	lot	of	other	tensions	
but	how	it	plays	out	is	it	puts	a	lot	of	pressure	on	that	individual	because	
they’ve	got	pressure	from	their	family	members	and	from	what	they	see	as	
the	expectations	and	values	of	family,	and	their	legitimate	expectations	and	
then	that	individual	has	to	navigate	that	along	with	their	employer	and	
expectations	there.	So	what	will	commonly	happen	is	that	employment	is	a	
voluntary	thing,	and	if	things	get	all	too	hard	then	they’ll	just	step	away	
from	the	employment,	disengage.	I	think	we	talked	about	this	before,	a	big	
challenge	is	people	shutting	down,	it’s	a	psychological	process	and	it’s	not	
the	fault	of	the	person,	it’s	a	natural	response	but	disengaging	and	shutting	
down	from	the	work	that’s	required	to	address	those	tensions.	Addressing	
those	tensions	is	too	hard	because	the	system	is	too	big.	

	

Respondents	 reconfigure	 the	 impersonal	 nature	 of	 money	 and	 the	 dichotomy	

between	 personal	 and	 impersonal	 spheres	 of	 life	 that	 it	 attempts	 to	 impose.	

Respondents’	explanation	of	their	uses	and	valuations	of	money	indicate	that	 it	

signifies	the	value	of	sustaining	relatedness.	The	way	wages	are	used	takes	on	a	

collective	 characteristic	 rather	 than	 an	 individualistic	 one.	 For	 example,	

respondents	who	share	wages	assert	this	in	moralistic	terms:	‘we’re	not	greedy	

like	 that’.	 The	 values	 of	 thrift	 are	 oriented	 towards	 earning	 enough	money	 to	

cover	basic	 needs	 for	 family	members	 also,	which	 impacts	 on	how	money	 and	

work	are	perceived:	‘they	don’t	need	the	whole	family	out	there	making	money,	

because	 materialistic	 stuff	 is	 nothing	 to	 us’.	 The	 eschewal	 of	 materialism	

indicates	 that	 relatedness,	 or	 being,	 giving	 and	 doing	 for	 others	 is	 the	 central	

marker	 for	 how	 value	 is	 conceived,	 rather	 than	 objects	 (Merlan,	 1991).	 Many	

respondents	 discussed	 work	 in	 terms	 of	 its	 practicality	 or	 as	 a	 means	 for	

survival.	 This	 parallels	 the	 personal	 significance	 that	 work	 provided.	 Many	

unemployed	respondents	expressed	their	desire	to	work,	or	had	aspirations	for	
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future	work	or	developing	a	career,	suggesting	that	work	could	also	be	a	source	

of	pride.	

	

The	obligation	 to	share	money	also	creates	 tensions.	As	one	respondent	points	

out,	traditional	Indigenous	economies	are	situated	in	modern	contexts:	‘how	we	

live	 today	we	worry	 about	 our	 little	 [nuclear]	 family,	whoever	we	 have	 in	 the	

house.	Before,	the	hunters	and	gatherer	had	to	look	after	the	whole	community,	

whoever	was	there,	and	then	share	it	out’.	In	contemporary	capitalist,	neoliberal	

society,	where	receiving	wages	on	an	individual	basis	is	the	norm,	the	obligation	

to	 share	 remains.	 The	 continuation	of	 traditional	 economic	practices	 sits	 in	 an	

uneasy	 tension	with	 the	modern	 institution	 of	money	 and	 participation	 in	 the	

mainstream	 economy	 through	 employment.	 Merlan	 (1991:	 264)	 suggests	 that	

this	 has	 altered	 how	 value	 is	 expressed	 amongst	 Indigenous	 people.	 In	

traditional	 Indigenous	 economies	 based	 on	 subsistence,	 production	 and	

consumption	 were	 closely	 linked,	 while	 distributing	 goods	 to	 others	 brought	

recognition	 of	 relatedness.	 However,	 where	 distribution	 and	 consumption	 is	

organised	 in	 terms	of	money,	 this	obscures	 the	 relation	between	 the	giver	and	

the	 recipient,	which	might	 provide	 less	 recognition	 of	 relatedness.	 That	 is,	 the	

ubiquity	 of	money,	 its	 anonymous	 physical	 character	 and	 its	 role	 as	 universal	

medium	of	exchange	means	it	is	not	readily	identifiable	as	being	associated	with	

expressions	of	service	or	help	(Merlan,	1991:	283).		

	

The	obligation	to	share	resources	with	family	members	when	asked	to	do	so,	or	

‘humbug’	as	it	is	sometimes	termed	by	respondents,	represents	the	tension	that	

arises	when	the	rules	of	reciprocity	are	not	adhered	to.	Daniel’s	use	of	the	term	
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‘sponge,’	 and	 stories	 of	 dealing	 with	 the	 awkwardness	 surrounding	 sharing	

money	for	habits	like	alcohol	consumption,	illustrates	this.	The	act	itself	of	giving	

away	 money	 is	 the	 cause	 of	 tension	 and	 symbolises	 the	 status	 of	 their	

relationship	with	 others.	 In	 this	 schema,	 giving	 is	 linked	with	 recognising	 and	

sustaining	 a	 relationship	 with	 another.	 However,	 the	 anonymous	 quality	 of	

money	(and	the	labour	power	imbued	within	wages)	encourages	people	to	think	

about	money	and	ownership	individually.	This	means	that	respondents	felt	more	

ownership	 over	 their	 resources	 and	 desired	 to	 retain	 autonomy	 over	 them.	

Regret	 for	 the	 lack	 of	 support	 from	 family	 to	 remain	 in	 employment	 is	 an	

example	of	a	tension	between	the	obligation	to	give	and	the	desire	to	retain	some	

control	 over	 one’s	 resources.	 A	 consequence	 is	 that	 employment	 is	 often	 of	

secondary	importance	to	family	obligations	and,	as	Callum	explained,	can	cause	

people	to	disengage	from	work	entirely.		

	

Gibson	(2010)	notes	 that	 ideas	of	sharing	and	reciprocity	become	more	salient	

with	greater	access	to	material	goods.	In	particular,	when	individuals	accumulate	

more	material	 goods	 than	 others	 this	 can	 change	 people’s	 perception	 of	 them.	

Respondents	noticed	that	other	Indigenous	people’s	attitudes	differed	once	they	

began	 to	 earn	 more	 money.	 Respondents’	 pejorative	 description	 of	 the	

behaviours	of	others	is	an	instantiation	of	the	values	of	egalitarianism:		

	

[Geena]:	And	as	for	money	changing	people,	in	some	cases	it,	like,	it	can,	like,	
Aboriginal	people	will	be	all	there	for	their	people	but	once	they	get	this	big	
lump	sum,	they	just	don’t	want	to	know	anyone	because	they’ve	got	all	this	
and	they’ve	got	all	that	and	they	don’t	want	to	acknowledge	you,	well,	what	
did	you	do	for	me,	what	did	you	do	for	me,	not	the	fact	that	you’re	family	or	
you	need	it,	you	just	want	to	help	they	just	know	me,	me,	me,	so	yeah,	money	
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can	change	Aboriginal	people	to	instead	of	thinking	about	everyone	they	
think	about	themselves.	
	
[Daniel]:	Like,	yeah,	that’s	the	thing	with	money	too,	it	turns	people	from,	I	
guess	it	changes	people.	So,	like,	especially	with	Aboriginal	people	money	
sort	of	makes	them	lose	their	own,	like,	cultural	values,	I	guess.	Like	with	
that	family.	It	becomes	less	important,	it	becomes	–	they	become	sort	of	
more	worried	about	the	wellbeing	and	the	success	of	themselves	rather	than	
before	they	had	that	job,	before	they	were	earning	that	certain	amount	they	
would,	yeah,	always	spend	time	with	the	family	and	then	they’d	come	in	
Darwin	and	dress	all	fancy	and	go	to	the	casino	and	gamble	big,	like	they	
see	everyone	else	in	the	casino	who’s	not	Aboriginal	doing	that	sort	of	stuff.	
So	yeah,	they	do	change	their	values.	

	

The	negative	perception	of	those	who	accumulate	goods	and	wages	and	develop	

more	 individualistic	 values	 further	 reinforces	 the	 division	 between	 Indigenous	

collectivist-oriented	values	and	non-Indigenous	values	of	 individualism.	Martin	

(1995)	notes	that	a	refusal	to	share	is	seen	as	a	denial	of	the	norms	and	values	

related	to	the	rights	and	interests	inherent	associated	with	relatedness.	That	is,	

relatedness	 and	 its	 emotional	 dimensions	 such	 as	 homesickness	 are	

substantiated	 and	 understood	 in	 terms	 of	 flows	 of	 values,	 and	 tangible	 and	

intangible	items.		

	

6.1.2	Indigenous	metis	knowledge,	bonding	social	capital	and	wages	
	

For	many	interview	respondents,	work	is	linked	to	balancing	familial	obligations	

and	 establishing	 and	 maintaining	 relations,	 or	 bonding	 social	 capital	 (Martin,	

1995).	Bonding	 social	 capital	 refers	 to	dense,	 culturally	homogenous	networks	

founded	on	trust	that	people	use	for	support,	while	bridging	social	capital	refers	

to	 sparse	 diverse	 networks	 used	 for	 advancing	 one’s	 economic	 opportunities	

(Dockery	 and	 Van	 Es,	 2008:	 8).	 Accordingly,	 the	 aspects	 of	 metis	 knowledge	
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associated	with	using	money	that	has	a	qualitative	and	relational	characteristic	

involves	 knowing	 how	 to	 negotiate	 relationships	 with	 family	 in	 order	 to	

maintain	 them.	 This	 contrasts	 with	 dominant,	 impersonal	 and	 anonymous	

conceptions	 of	money	 that	 support	 individual	 accumulation	 and	 consumption.	

The	 rational,	 contextual	 and	moral	 elements	 of	 the	 know-how	 associated	with	

building	 bonding	 social	 capital	 are	 linked	 to	 a	 relational	 sentiment	 behind	 the	

motivation	to	work	or	not.	For	example,	Geena	describes	how	choosing	to	 look	

after	family	is	considered	to	be	work	as	well:	

	

[Geena]:	to	Aboriginals,	looking	after	your	family	is	what	makes	us	proud,	
being	there	for	family,	like	proud	is,	in	a	white	person’s	eye,	is	different	to	
the	Aboriginal	person’s	eye.	So	when	they	don’t	take	the	job	and	choose	
their	family	over	a	job,	yeah,	they	are	very	proud	of	them.		

	

Knowing	how	to	build	and	sustain	a	network	of	support	is	important	for	the	goal	

of	 maintaining	 relationships	 with	 family.	 Daniel	 explains	 that	 acknowledging	

others’	help	is	central	to	this	imperative	and	the	system	of	reciprocity:	

	

[Interviewer]:	What	would	you	teach	your	kids	in	terms	of	values?	
[Daniel]:	Teach	them,	you	know,	family,	like	you	know,	very	important	to	
have	your	family	with	you	‘cause,	you	know,	especially	when	times	get	tough	
they’re	the	ones	you’re	going	to	turn	to	for	support	and	you	know,	they’ll	be	
there	for	you	and	stuff.	But,	yeah.	Also	I'll	teach	them	about	success	but	not	
individually	sort	of,	like,	don’t,	like,	acknowledge	the	people	who	did	help	
you	out,	don’t	just	be	–	it’s	all	about	–	it’s	me	who	did	this,	me	who	did	that		

	

Another	aspect	of	this	kind	of	metis	knowledge	involves	knowing	who	to	talk	to	

and	 how	 to	 create	 relationships	with	 others	 at	 the	workplace	 that	 will	 create	

support	 for	 oneself	 in	 the	 future.	 Geena	 describes	 this	 dynamic	working	 in	 an	

Indigenous	majority	workplace:		
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[Geena]:	It	felt	like	a	family	unit	here	as	soon	as	I	walked	in	but	I	suppose	it’s	
because	it’s	an	Aboriginal	organisation	and	they	do	have	that	family-like	
environment,	like,	before	I	was	working	here,	everyone	was	like	that	
anyway,	but	yeah…	because	we	all	talk	about	our	lives,	like,	talk	about	
personal	things	at	work	and	there’s	always	someone	there	who’s	willing	to	
listen.	
[PT]:	Yeah.	Do	you	–	do	you	ever	hear	white	Australians	talking	at	that	
personal	level?	
[Geena]:	No.	
[PT]:	Yeah.	
[Geena]:	Yeah.	Everything’s	private.	
[PT]:	Yeah.	Yeah	–	what	do	you	think	about	that?	
[Geena]:	I	dunno,	I	just	–	I	think	the	more	you	hide,	the	more	harder	it	is	to	
keep	it	hidden.	Whereas	if	you	just	let	everything	out,	it’s	not	that	stressful.	
[PT]:	Yeah.	Do	you	think	there	is	any	kind	of	downside	for	letting	everything	
out	or,	do	you	think,	if	there’s	any…	
[Geena]:	No.	The	more	you	let	out	the	more	people	know	and	the	more	
people	you’ll	find	out	who’s	there	willing	to	help	you.	And	if	there’s	no	one,	
then	that’s	how	you	make	yourself	stronger		

	

Establishing	relationships	is	a	strategic	aspect	of	knowing	how	to	operate	in	the	

workplace.	 That	 is,	 by	 maintaining	 personal	 relationships	 at	 work,	 one	 can	

establish	 a	 support	 network:	 ‘you'll	 find	 out	 who’s	 there	 willing	 to	 help	 you’.	

Beyond	the	 immediate	utility	of	developing	support	networks,	establishing	and	

maintaining	personal	connections	with	others	at	work	is	related	to	the	value	that	

is	created	by	social	relationships	themselves.	That	is,	the	value	created	at	work	is	

social	 and	 does	 not	 necessarily	 take	 the	 form	 of	money.	 This	 dynamic	 echoes	

Merlan’s	 (1991)	 conception	 of	 the	 service	 mode	 of	 value,	 in	 which	 material	

exchanges	do	not	reflect	Indigenous	understandings	of	the	significance	of	social	

relationships.	 The	 quality	 of	 help	 from	 and	 for	 others	 and	 activity	 itself	 is	

symbolic	 of	 value	 instead	 of	 money.	 It	 is	 significant	 that	 Geena	 describes	 the	

workplace	 like	 being	 a	 big	 ‘family	 unit’	 in	 this	 sense.	 Being	 recognised	 as	 a	

relative	 involves	 doing	 things	 for	 others	 in	 order	 to	maintain	 kin-based	 social	
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network	and	the	support	(material	or	otherwise)	that	this	provides.	Therefore,	a	

significant	aspect	of	the	metis	knowledge	that	respondents	use	in	the	Indigenous	

workplace	 is	 the	 know-how	 of	 developing	 and	 maintaining	 relationships,	 for	

example	 by	 talking	 to	 others	 about	 personal	 issues,	 to	 gauge	 their	 level	 of	

support	in	the	future.		

	

	

6.7	Hierarchical	relationships	at	the	workplace	

	

6.7.1	Confrontational	bosses	and	the	preference	for	Indigenous	workplaces	
	

Other	examples	of	the	incongruity	between	personal	and	impersonal	spheres	at	

work	include	perceptions	of	bosses	as	well	as	the	contrast	between	Indigenous	

and	non-Indigenous	workplaces.	That	is,	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	applies	to	

holistic	rather	than	instrumental	conceptions	of	the	workplace.	Bosses	represent	

structure,	hierarchy	and	the	division	of	 labour	within	 the	workplace.	They	also	

entail	 certain	 kinds	 of	 relationships	 that	 only	 exist	 in	 the	 workplace	 and	 not	

necessarily	outside	of	it.	Formal	division	of	labour	entails	necessary	contact	with	

others	 whose	 circumstances	 and	 typical	 responses	 workers	 must	 learn	 to	

understand	and	anticipate	 (Kusterer,	1978:	137).	Additionally,	 interacting	with	

other	workers,	 including	 bosses,	 requires	 techniques	 to	 overcome	 antagonism	

and	 promote	 cooperation,	 which	 becomes	 a	 necessary	 part	 of	 relevant	 metis	

knowledge	 and	 know-how.	 Respondents	 reported	 feeling	 discontent	 and	 even	

angry	with	the	perceived	confrontational	style	of	management	from	their	bosses.	
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Catrina	was	19	years	old	at	 the	time	of	 interviewing.	Her	mother	 is	 Indigenous	

and	her	father	non-Indigenous.	She	was	studying	part	time	and	working.	Catrina	

offered	insightful	comments	and	thoughtful	answers	to	the	questions.	Although	

she	was	 raised	 in	 the	 city	 and	was	 socialised	 into	mainstream	non-Indigenous	

society,	 she	 maintained	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	 Indigenous	 identity.	 Catrina	 was	

mature	and	independent	for	her	age	and	was	aspirational:	

	

[Catrina]:	When	I	was	working	at	Danila-Dilba	where	we	had	a	manager	
there.	She	was	non-ATSI	and	she	didn’t	know	anything.	She	just	placed	
herself	in	there	and	told	everyone,	‘this	is	how	it’s	gonna	go’	and	you	can’t	
do	that	in	the	AMS	[Aboriginal	Medical	Service],	you	have	to	follow	cultural	
guidelines.	You	can’t	just	talk	to	someone	straight	out,	they’ll	get	offended.	
You	have	to	move	them	away	privately	and	talk	nicely,	make	them	–	
because	you	have	to	build	a	relationship	with	an	Indigenous	person	you	
can’t	just	talk	to	them	like	you	know	them.	You	can	introduce	yourself	and	
warm	up.	You	can	see	it	on	the	street,	you	can	see	ATSI	people	and	they’ll	go	
to	each	other,	they’ll	talk	to	each	other	regardless	of	where	it	is,	but	they	
won’t	go	straight	to	the	point.	They’ll	start	up	a	conversation,	say	‘How	are	
you?’,	‘Oh,	yep,	who’s	your	family?’,	‘Who	are	you	related	to?’,	and	then	
they’ll	find	out	that	they	have	similarities.	

	

The	 non-ATSI	 (Aboriginal	 and	 Torres	 Straight	 Islander)	 boss’s	 direct	 style	 of	

management	was	perceived	to	be	confrontational	in	nature	and	demonstrated	a	

lack	of	understanding	of	how	 to	 interact	properly	with	 Indigenous	people.	The	

respondents’	 more	 personal	 outlook	 on	 the	 nature	 of	 relationships	 at	 work	

conflicted	with	the	bosses’	style	of	interacting	with	their	employees.	Indigenous	

people	 ‘talk	 to	 each	 other	 regardless	 of	 where	 it	 is’,	 demonstrating	 that	

relationships	 at	 work	 should	 be	 no	 different	 to	 anywhere	 else.	 That	 is,	

respondents	do	not	abstract	the	actions	of	their	bosses	relative	to	the	workplace.	
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A	consequence	of	this	is	that	there	is	an	increased	possibility	for	misinterpreting	

the	roles	of	bosses	and	their	actions.		

	

The	 distinction	 between	 the	 public	 sphere	 of	 the	 workplace	 and	 the	 private	

sphere	 is	 not	 as	 strongly	 embedded	 in	 the	minds	 of	many	 of	 the	 respondents	

interviewed.	 These	 observations	 correspond	 with	 Musharbash’s	 (2001:	 159)	

claim	that	many	Indigenous	people	believe	the	relationship	between	a	boss	and	

their	 employee	 should	 be	 personal,	 where	 both	 are	 connected	 by	 reciprocal	

obligations	 and	 look	 after	 each	 other.	 The	 orientations	 to	 work	 expressed	 by	

respondents	suggest	that	the	instrumental	relationships	they	encounter	at	work	

are	instead	perceived	more	as	valued	ends	in	themselves.	This	may	explain	the	

conflict	 with	 bosses	 that	many	 respondents	 reported	 having	 experienced.	 The	

confrontational	 style	 of	 management	 reported	 by	many	 respondents	 was	 also	

interpreted	 as	 a	 form	 of	 discrimination	 and	 differential	 treatment.	 Many	

respondents	 also	 called	 for	 additional	 cross-cultural	 awareness	 programs	 to	

overcome	this.		

	

Comments	made	in	relation	to	Indigenous	workplaces	stand	in	contrast	to	those	

made	 about	 non-Indigenous	 workplaces.	 A	 number	 of	 respondents	 were	

employed	 in	 Indigenous	 workplaces,	 that	 is,	 organisations	 or	 businesses	 in	

which	 the	 majority	 of	 employees	 are	 Indigenous.	 This	 group	 of	 respondents	

reported	having	an	overall	preference	for	Indigenous	workplaces	and	as	feeling	

more	 relaxed,	 being	 able	 to	 joke	 with	 co-workers	 and	 not	 feeling	 rushed.	

Indigenous	 workplaces’	 recognition	 of	 cultural	 obligations	 was	 cited	 as	 a	

significant	 drawcard	 as	 well.	 For	 example,	 Catrina	 expressed	 a	 preference	 for	
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Indigenous	 workplaces.	 She	 outlines	 the	 characteristics	 of	 impersonal	

institutions	associated	with	a	non-Indigenous	cultures	of	work:	

	

[Catrina]:	 That’s	 how	 white	 people	 work	 you	 know,	 they	 have	 high	
consciousness	of	 such	 little	 things…	So	 the	way	people	work	 is	 they’ve	got	
white	 people	 tend	 to	 have	 higher	 standards	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 working.	
Where	 I’ve	 noticed	 that	 in	 an	 Aboriginal	 organisation,	 because	 I	 used	 to	
work	 for	 one,	 people	 just	 tend	 to	 be	 themselves.	 You	 know	 they	 act	
professional,	 like	you	can	act	professional	but	don't	 lose	 touch	of	who	you	
are		

	

Catrina	equates	the	ability	 to	 ‘act	professional’	with	a	 ‘high	consciousness’.	The	

scrupulous	behaviour	and	attitude	needed	to	be	professional	and	work	in	a	non-

Indigenous	workplace	 is	 contrasted	with	 Indigenous	workplaces	 that	are	more	

accommodating	of	one’s	own	more	authentic	sense	of	self.	Places	where	people	

can	 ‘be	 themselves’	 indicate	 a	 more	 personal	 orientation	 to	 the	 way	 the	

institution	 of	 work	 is	 conceived,	 where	 one’s	 feelings	 do	 not	 have	 to	 be	

suppressed	to	maintain	the	appearance	of	professionalism.		

	

Interview	 respondents’	 perspectives	 on	 relationships	 at	 work	 reveal	 that	 it	 is	

configured	 holistically.	 Work	 is	 understood	 as	 a	 livelihood,	 connected	 to	 a	

personal	 sphere	 that	 incorporates	 all	 aspects	 of	 life	 and	 is	 valued	 for	 the	

relationships	it	supports.	Family	is	a	central	value	for	respondents,	meaning	it	is	

a	primary	ethical	basis	 for	enacting	proper	know-how	and	metis	knowledge	 in	

workplace	 contexts.	 This	 translates	 into	 a	 relaxed,	 informal	 and	 humorous	

approach	to	work	relations	that	involves	knowing	how	to	establish	and	maintain	

relationships,	 which	 increases	 bonding	 social	 capital	 and	 upholds	 reciprocity.	

The	 examples	 of	 interactions	with	 bosses	 at	work	 indicate	 a	 set	 of	 skills	more	
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attuned	 to	 relating	 with	 people	 in	 a	 personable	 manner.	 For	 example,	 the	

description	 of	 how	 Indigenous	 co-workers	 interact	 indicates	 certain	 protocols	

and	standards	of	interpersonal	behaviour:	‘they’ll	talk	to	each	other	regardless	of	

where	 it	 is,	 but	 they	 won’t	 go	 straight	 to	 the	 point.	 They’ll	 start	 up	 a	

conversation,	 say,	 “How	are	you?”,	 “Oh	yep,	who’s	your	 family?”,	 “Who	are	you	

related	 to?”	 and	 then	 they’ll	 find	 out	 that	 they	 have	 similarities’.	 The	 metis	

knowledge	 involved	 in	working	 together	requires	knowing	how	to	establishing	

familiarity	and	engaging	with	one’s	co-worker	on	more	personal	terms.		

	

The	preference	for	Indigenous	workplaces	signifies	that	relating	to	people	on	a	

personal	 level	 is	a	basis	 for	 interaction	 in	 the	workplace.	Conversely,	 the	metis	

knowledge	required	by	the	mainstream,	neoliberal	workplace	is	informed	by	an	

individualistic	 ontology.	 Participating	 in	 work	 as	 an	 extra-familial	 institution	

involves	motivations	 for	 action	 that	 are	 not	 based	 on	 personal	 circumstances.	

That	 is,	being	able	 to	abstract	oneself	 from	the	non-work	sphere	 facilitates	 the	

metis	 knowledge	 needed	 to	 function	 competently	 and	 productively.	 Accepting	

the	hierarchical	relationships	represented	by	bosses	and	their	behaviours	stands	

as	 an	 example	 of	 competent	 behaviour	 according	 to	 a	 western,	 mainstream	

conception	of	work.		

	

	

6.7.2	Indigenous	forms	of	know-how	and	interaction	at	work	
	

Respondents	contrasted	their	experiences	working	with	non-Indigenous	bosses	

and	workplaces	with	explanations	of	how	communication	and	interaction	occurs	
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between	 Indigenous	 people	 at	 work	 both	 in	 practice	 and	 ideally.	 Their	

explanations	 reveal	 elements	 of	 Indigenous	metis	 knowledge	 and	 the	 rational,	

ethical	 and	 contextual	 basis	 for	 it.	 Metis	 knowledge	 is	 most	 visible	 where	

practical	knowledge	meets	formal	procedures,	as	it	involves	knowing	how,	when	

and	where	and	in	what	ways	to	apply	rules.	The	workplace	is	a	good	example	of	

this,	as	it	is	often	a	highly	structured	place,	where	formal	rules	order	individuals’	

conduct.	In	their	discussions	of	Indigenous	workplaces,	respondents	describe	an	

Indigenous	 formal	 order,	 containing	 rules	 around	power	 and	 authority	 and	 an	

attendant	 know-how	 that	 operates	 alongside	mainstream	 rules.	 One	 particular	

example	 of	 this	 includes	 knowing	 how	 to	 interact	 with	 others	 collaboratively,	

while	 also	 respecting	 autonomy	 and	 seniors’	 authority.	 Holly	 describes	 her	

experiences	 of	 navigating	 this	 while	 working	 as	 a	 manager	 in	 an	 Indigenous	

majority	workplace:	

	

[Holly]:	And	then	when	I’m	working	with	Aboriginal	people	in	corporations,	
they	may	not	take	the	route	that	I’m	advising	them	to	take,	and	at	the	end	of	
the	day	that’s	their	decision.	I	can	advise	them	and	tell	them	what	I	think	is	
the	best	way	to	go,	the	way	they	should	go,	but	at	the	end	of	the	day	it’s	up	
to	them	to	make	that	decision,	even	though	I	might	think	it’s	wrong…	What	
a	white	person	might	perceive	as	a	senior	person	in	the	community	or	
within	the	organisation	–	like	you’ve	got	staff	that	are	Indigenous,	you’ve	
got	a	large	Indigenous	staff	employed	in	the	organisation,	what	you	
perceive	as	more	senior	because	that	person’s	in	a	more	senior	role	isn’t	
actually	senior	culturally,	or	have	the	same	respect	as	another	person	that	
would	be	in	the	organisation.	So	when	you’re	trying	to	organize	events	like	
NAIDOC	and	that	you	kind	of	need	to	make	sure	you’re	acknowledging	the	
right	people,	getting	the	right	people	to	do	things,	which	I	just	don’t	think	
non-Indigenous	staff	would	have	that	same	understanding	

	
	

The	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 involved	 in	 competent	 interaction	 involves	

knowing	 how	 and	 when	 to	 talk	 to	 particular	 people.	 Daniel	 also	 contrasts	
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hierarchical	mainstream	forms	of	management	with	more	horizontal	Indigenous	

forms	of	organisation:	

	

[Daniel]:	The	management	or	whatever	the	higher	ups	will	be	on	the	
supervisor’s	back	telling	him	that	he	has	to	get	this	done	and	this	done.	So	
yeah,	so	it’s	sort	of	like	a	corporate	sort	of	ladder	thing.	So	like,	you	know,	
it’s	like	a	pyramid	the	best	way	to	describe	it.	So	you’ve	got	the	ones	on	the	
bottom	answer	to	the	ones	on	top	who	answer	to	these	guys	who	answer	to	
these	guys	who	answer	to	those	guys.		
[Interviewer]:	Hierarchy.		
[Daniel]:	Yeah.	That	sort	of	thing	and	it’s	pressure	coming	down	from	each	
level,	yeah.	That’s	it.	And	whereas,	we	don’t	really	have	a	pyramid	sort	of	
thing.	We	just,	we	like	to	discuss	things,	get	everyone’s	opinions	and	go	with	
whichever	one	is	the	best		

	

The	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 Daniel	 describes	 involves	 a	 concern	 for	

inclusivity,	 and	knowing	how	 to	 involve	all	 relevant	people	 in	decision-making	

procedures.	Daniel	uses	the	imagery	of	a	pyramid,	symbolising	a	small	number	of	

managers	 who	 sit	 above	 and	 control	 a	 larger	 number	 of	 workers	 to	 describe	

mainstream	 management	 techniques.	 Neoliberal	 forms	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 in	

this	 regard	 reflect	 aspects	 of	 managerialism,	 in	 which	 a	 managing	 group	 of	

individuals	claim	to	have	advanced	knowledge	and	know-how	deemed	necessary	

to	 the	 efficient	 running	 of	 an	 organisation	 (Kirkauer,	 2013:	 1104).	 Indigenous	

forms	of	metis	knowledge	are	suited	to	a	more	horizontal	 form	of	organisation	

and	 authority	 that	 emphasises	 inclusivity,	 acknowledgement	 and	 respect	 for	

others’	autonomy.	Several	respondents	discussed	ways	of	talking	and	interacting	

with	others	that	allow	one	to	navigate	this	Indigenous	formal	order.	Some	of	the	

tactics	used	involve	knowing	what	to	say	and	how	to	say	 it.	For	example,	Anne	

explained	 that	 she	 would	 introduce	 herself	 to	 someone	 by	 informing	 them	 of	

where	her	country	is	situated	and	who	her	family	is.	Another	aspect	of	knowing	
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how	 to	 talk	with	 others	 includes	not	 talking	directly	 to	 others	 or	 giving	direct	

orders,	termed	‘rough’:		

	

[Neil]:	Yeah.	Just	like	how	do	you	talk	to	an	Indigenous	person,	you	know.	
Don’t	tell	them,	‘Go	do	this,’	or	swear	or	disrespect,	you	know	what	I	mean,	
when	you	black	fellows,	you	know,	we	don’t	really	muck	around,	like,	‘We’ll	
flog	you	on	the	spot,’	you	know.	Being	talked	to	like	that,	you	know		

	

Sean	grew	up	 in	a	 remote	 community	and	was	30	years	old.	His	mother	made	

first	 contact	 with	 non-Indigenous	 society	 as	 young	 child,	 while	 his	 father	 is	 a	

non-Indigenous	 professional.	 He	 attended	 high	 school	 and	 university,	 and	was	

working	 for	 the	NT	government.	He	 speaks	an	 Indigenous	 language	and	 is	 still	

connected	to	his	family,	who	continue	to	live	remotely.	He	holds	strong	political	

views	 and	 is	 involved	 in	 many	 activist	 activities.	 His	 answers	 were	 very	

articulate	and	 it	was	obvious	that	he	had	spent	 time	 in	the	past	 thinking	about	

the	issues	that	came	up	in	the	interview	schedule	and	had	developed	a	position	

on	 them.	He	held	quite	 a	 lot	 of	 anger	 towards	 the	way	non-Indigenous	 society	

treats	Indigenous	people	and	did	not	hold	back	on	his	thoughts	on	this:	

	

[Sean]:	White	people	are	very	direct	generally.	So	direct	eye	contact,	direct	
expression	of	emotions	and	direct	questions,	asking	for	things,	that	kind	of	
thing,	you	know,	and	culturally	though	that	directness	is	seen	as	rude.	When	
I	first	encountered	it,	especially	in	the	workplace,	it	was	a	bit	confronting	to	
deal	with	without	being	offended	by	people		

	

Claire	explained	what	the	term	‘rough’	means	and	its	consequences:	

	

[Interviewer]:	What’s	really	rough?	
[Claire]:	Like,	‘how	many	times	I	got	to	show	you	this’,	and	‘you	still	can’t	do	
it’,	or	you	know,	and	the	frustration	was	like,	well,	you	know	you	can’t	show	
me	something	and	walk	away	and	expect	me	to	retain	it,	you	need	to	
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shadow	Aboriginal	people	in	their	work	and	as	I	said	I	don't	care	if	you	
show	them	100	times,	if	they	forget	or	they	get	stuck	I’m	more	happy	for	
them	to	say	help	me	then	let	it	be		

	

Metis	knowledge	 is	a	practical	and	reflective	 form	of	knowing	coupled	with	an	

understanding	 of	 formalised	 concepts	 and	 logics	 used	 to	 handle	 continually	

changing	situational	demands	(Mackay	et	al.,	2014:	420).	Respondents	describe	

an	 Indigenous	 form	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 that	 is	 oriented	 towards	 maintaining	

workplace	 harmony.	 For	 example,	 not	 talking	 ‘rough’	 means	 not	 venting	

frustration	 on	 one	 another	 or	 talking	 directly	 at	 others,	 making	 sure	 to	 treat	

everyone	equally	and	being	supportive	and	empathetic.	Managing	and	working	

with	 others	 in	 the	 workplace	 involves	 both	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 principle	

that	 others’	 autonomy	 must	 be	 respected,	 while	 also	 requiring	 an	 ability	 to	

manoeuvre	 around	 the	 potential	 to	 offend	 while	 ensuring	 work	 tasks	 are	

completed.	Failure	to	do	this	competently	can	result	in	unproductive	outcomes.	

For	 example,	 many	 respondents	 reported	 quitting	 a	 job	 if	 they	 felt	 as	 though	

their	 boss	 was	 treating	 them	 poorly.	 This	 dynamic	 reflects	 Myers’	 (1986)	

discussion	of	the	role	of	autonomy	amongst	remote-dwelling	Indigenous	people.	

Fred	Myers	 is	 an	 anthropologist	who	 has	 studied	 traditional-living	 Indigenous	

Australians’	 subjectivity,	 labour	 action,	 modes	 of	 authority	 and	 interpersonal	

relations.	 According	 to	 Myers,	 respect	 for	 others’	 autonomy	 is	 linked	 to	

recognising	 relatedness	 and	 avoiding	 contradicting	 others.	 This	mode	of	 social	

action	sustains	the	possibility	of	continued	interaction	in	a	holistic	context	that	

supports	relational	rather	than	instrumental	relationships.		
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6.8	Implications	of	Indigenous	orientations	to	work:	shame	and	‘shamejob’		
	

	

Indigenous	metis	knowledge	is	linked	to	the	values	of	egalitarianism,	upholding	

a	relational	ontology	and	being	able	to	negotiate	the	obligations	from	family	and	

work	 requirements.	 That	 is,	 it	 is	 geared	 towards	 functioning	 competently	

according	to	holistic	conceptualisation	of	relationships	at	work,	relational	forms	

of	money	and	qualitative	conceptions	of	time.	Conversely,	work-readiness	metis	

knowledge	 is	 informed	by	 individualistic	ontology	and	supports	 the	know-how	

needed	 to	 competently	 function	 in	 workplaces	 characterised	 by	 impersonal	

relations,	quantitative,	future-oriented	clock	time	and	money	that	support	values	

of	 individual	 accumulation.	 Work-readiness	 policy	 encourages	 Indigenous	

subjects	to	adopt	the	latter.	A	result	is	that	many	respondents	felt	uncomfortable	

due	 to	 their	 uncertainty	 of	 knowing	 how	 to	 act	 in	 the	 formal	 and	 impersonal	

institution	 of	 work.	 Each	 of	 the	 three	 themes	 discussed	 above	 describe	

interactional	 elements	 of	 metis	 knowledge.	 Implicit	 within	 this	 schema	 of	

knowing-how	 is	 possessing	 the	 confidence	 to	 enact	 it	 properly.	 A	 significant	

finding	illustrating	respondents’	uncertainty	and	lack	of	confidence	was	the	high	

prevalence	of	the	use	of	the	term	‘shame’	and	‘shamejob’.	The	use	of	these	terms	

reveals	a	general	lack	of	confidence,	which	implies	a	lack	of	know-how	or	metis	

knowledge.		

	

The	meaning	of	the	terms	‘shame’	and	‘shamejob’	has	been	discussed	mostly	in	

terms	 of	 its	 use	 in	 the	 contexts	 of	 schooling	 and	 education	 and	 specifically	

classroom	 settings	 (Harkins,	 1990;	 Louth,	 2012;	 Sharifian,	 2005;	 Wierzbicka,	
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1999).	These	terms	are	used	slightly	differently	in	Indigenous	English	compared	

to	mainstream	English	and	are	defined	as	meaning	shyness	and	embarrassment	

(Harkins,	 1990:	 295).	 Wierzbicka	 (1999:	 289)	 argues	 that	 in	 contemporary	

Anglo-Saxon	 (majority	 non-Indigenous	 Australian)	 culture,	 concern	 for	 other	

people’s	 potential	 disapproval	 may	 be	 reduced	 due	 to	 strongly-held	 values	 of	

individualism.	Embarrassment	as	a	 social	 emotion	dissociates	moral	and	social	

concerns,	 though	 in	 other	 cultures	 such	 a	 distinction	 might	 not	 exist.	 In	 the	

dominant	 Anglo-Saxon	 culture	 of	 Australia	 being	 ashamed	 might	 involve	 an	

awareness	 or	 self-consciousness	 of	 something	 bad	 about	 oneself,	 either	 as	 a	

misdeed	 or	 a	 shortcoming	 and	 a	 fear	 of	 other	 people’s	 negative	 opinions	

(Harkins,	1990:	301).		

	

The	 Indigenous	 use	 of	 the	word	 shame	 also	 involves	 negative	 feelings,	 but	 for	

different	 reasons,	mainly	 that	one	 should	not	be	 in	 a	 certain	place,	 either	near	

people	 or	 places	 that	 one	 should	 avoid,	 or	 where	 one	 does	 not	 know	 certain	

rules.	 Here	 the	 source	 of	 the	 negative	 feeling	 or	 fear	 rises	 from	 a	 lack	 of	

understanding	 and	 uncertainty	 about	 what	 to	 do	 or	 the	 potential	 for	 doing	

something	 wrong	 in	 unfamiliar	 contexts,	 which	 would	 incur	 the	 negative	

opinions	of	others	(Harkins,	1990:	302;	Myers,	1986:	120).	That	is,	shamejob	can	

arise	from	awareness	that	one	does	not	have	the	full	set	of	knowledge	needed	to	

participate	competently	in	any	given	context.	

	

Both	 Indigenous	 and	 non-Indigenous	 definitions	 share	 a	 series	 of	 negative	

thoughts	and	fears.	However	for	Indigenous	people,	shame	is	reserved	for	more	

serious	 embarrassment	 (Harkins,	 1990:	 296).	 Sutton	 (2009:	 201)	 associates	
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Indigenous	 uses	 of	 the	 word	 shame	 with	 feelings	 of	 sulkiness/withdrawal,	

shyness,	 squeamishness,	 embarrassment,	 anger	or	 rage	 linked	 to	being	 singled	

out	 from	 the	 group.	 Harkins	 (1990)	 links	 feelings	 of	 shame	 in	 Indigenous	

cultures	with	transgressions	of	important	values	such	as	egalitarianism	amongst	

kin	 as	well	 as	 being	 a	mechanism	of	 social	 control,	whereby	 external	 shaming	

causes	 internal	 guilt.	 That	 is,	 shame	 is	 an	 emotion	 that	 reflects	 a	 particular	

conception	 of	 personhood.	Myers	 (1986)	 also	 argues	 that	 shame	 is	 defined	 in	

relation	to	evaluating	the	self	with	respect	to	positively-held	values	and	qualities	

and	rejecting	the	feelings,	behaviours	or	desires	deemed	to	be	inappropriate	for	

the	public	domain.	Feelings	of	shame	maintain	a	public	presentation	of	identity	

that	 avoids	 egotism,	 selfishness,	 self-assertiveness	 or	 individuality.	 Shame	

supports	 a	 form	 of	 selfhood	 constituted	 by	 relatedness,	 the	 shared	 goals	 of	

egalitarianism,	 closely	 cooperating	 kin	 and	 utilising	 autonomy	 to	 sustain	

relatedness	to	others	that	are	part	of	one’s	sense	of	self	(Myers,	1986:	121).		

	

The	 situations	 in	 which	 many	 respondents	 felt	 shame	 were	 usually	 ones	 that	

required	communicating	with	non-Indigenous	people	at	work.	This	accords	with	

Myers’	 (1986)	 characterisation	 of	 shame	 as	 the	 quality	 of	 a	 socialised	 person	

who	has	an	awareness	of	standards	and	respectability	in	formal	occasions,	highly	

structured	 social	 relations,	 or	 when	 meeting	 strangers.	 That	 is,	 shame	

distinguishes	 between	 public	 and	 private	 spheres	 (Myers,	 1986:	 121).	 Many	

respondents	 reported	 feeling	 shame	 due	 to	 miscomprehension	 of	 what	 co-

workers	 and	 bosses	 were	 saying.	 Tom	 recounted	 an	 example	 of	 a	 fellow	

Indigenous	 co-worker	 at	 a	 non-Indigenous	 workplace	 who	 lacked	 confidence	
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and	felt	shamed	due	to	their	difficulty	in	understanding	the	language	that	a	boss	

was	using:	

	

[Tom]:	 Yeah,	 I	 –	 I	 had	 a	 go	 at	 Aboriginal	 fellas	 coming	 up	 to	 me	 and,	 ‘Hey,	

brother...’,	you	know,	like,	 ‘…can	you	come	over	and	have	a	yarn	with	me	with	the	

boss.’	 I	 said,	 ‘Well	–	well,	what’s	 the	matter?’	 [he	said]	 ‘I’m	 just,	you	know,	 I	can’t	

really	talk	much,	you	know.’	 I	said,	 ‘You	just	walk	up	to	the	boss	that’s	paying	us,	

and	just	tell	him	how	you	feel	and	tell	him	straight	out...	Just	turn	up	and	talk	to	the	

bloke,	don’t	be	shame,	you	know’.	

	

Frank	was	a	middle-aged	respondent	from	a	remote	community	visiting	Darwin	

and	was	sleeping	rough.	He	had	worked	in	various	different	jobs	in	the	past	and	

took	 responsibility	 for	 taking	 care	 of	many	 family	members	 in	 his	 community.	

Being	 a	 senior	member	 of	 his	 community	 he	had	 responsibility	 for	 conducting	

ceremonies	 and	 maintaining	 cultural	 practices.	 He	 made	 honest	 attempts	 at	

answering	 the	 questions	 and	 provided	 some	 good	 material.	 While	 Frank	

understood	 the	 majority	 of	 the	 questions	 his	 level	 of	 English	 was	 not	 high,	

meaning	some	of	his	 intended	meanings	may	not	have	been	 lost	 in	 translation.	

Frank	 highlighted	 the	 difficulty	 facing	 Indigenous	 people	 when	 forced	 to	

confront	two	differing	ways	of	life	and	cultures.	This	often	is	manifest	as	feelings	

of	shame	when	interacting	with	non-Indigenous	people.		

	

[Interviewer]:	Do	you	think	this	little	girl’s	going	to	find	it	hard	to	get	a	job	
when	she	grows	up?		
[Frank]:	Well,	there’s	two	ways	that	we	look	at	it,	only	one	school,	but	for	
our	colour	it’s	too	hard	for	them	I	mean	like	you	know	that’s	why	I’m	
worried	you	know.	I	mean	not	worried	but	how	they’re	going	to…	if	they	go	
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to	school,	with	her,	well	who’s	the	first	one	get	a	job?	...		
[Interviewer]:	Why	do	you	think	your	grandkids	find	it	hard?	
[Frank]:	Maybe	they	will	be	too	shame	to	go	and	talk	to	white	fella,	like	
Balanda…	Like,	well,	maybe	they	ask	themselves	they	say,	how	am	I	going	to	
get	a	job,	who	am	I	going	to	speak	to?	Someone	on	the	right	hand	or	a	left	
hand?	You	know,	which	one,	left	or	right.	

	

These	 examples	 resonate	 with	 Harkins’	 (1990:	 303)	 definition	 of	 shyness	 in	

relation	 to	 shame.	 Here,	 shyness	 involves	 social	 uncertainty,	 or	 not	 knowing	

what	 to	do	and	a	 reluctance	 to	do	or	 say	anything	 for	 fear	of	doing	 something	

wrong	and	a	desire	to	hide	from	sight.	Whereas	embarrassment	focuses	more	on	

unwanted	attention,	here	shyness	indicates	that	one	is	 ‘at	a	loss’	for	what	to	do	

about	 a	 certain	 situation	 (Harkins,	 1990:	 303).	 Many	 respondents	 reported	

feelings	of	shame	themselves	in	relation	to	working	with	non-Indigenous	people,	

but	 also	 reported	 that	 this	 was	 a	 common	 feeling	 amongst	 other	 Indigenous	

people	 in	 general.	 The	 use	 of	 the	 term	 shame	 in	 workplaces	 that	 encompass	

highly-structured	 social	 relations	 implies	 that	 many	 respondents	 and	 their	

Indigenous	 workmates	 and	 companions	 lacked	 certain	 abilities	 or	 know-how	

and	 metis	 to	 navigate	 those	 contexts	 competently,	 in	 particular	 being	 able	 to	

communicate.	 Gellner	 (1983)	 notes	 that	 in	 modern	 capitalist-dominated	

societies,	 communication	 needs	 to	 be	 precise	 across	 all	 contexts	 with	 relative	

strangers	in	order	to	share	explicit	meanings	that	are	transmitted	in	a	standard	

idiom.	 In	 opposition,	 communication	 in	 non-capitalist-based,	 small-scale	

societies	 most	 often	 occurs	 with	 relatives	 or	 close	 associates	 and	 is	 often	

determined	 by	 context,	 tone,	 gesture	 and	 personality.	 The	 difference	 between	

these	two	communication	styles	could	contribute	to	feelings	of	shame.		
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The	general	sentiment	of	fear,	lack	of	confidence	and	shyness	was	also	expressed	

in	 response	 to	 questions	 asking	 why	 respondents	 thought	 Indigenous	 people	

might	 be	 disadvantaged	 in	 relation	 to	 employment	 in	 comparison	 to	 non-

Indigenous	people.	Respondent	Ben	lived	in	a	town	camp	with	his	family.	He	was	

23	at	 the	time	of	 interviewing	and	worked	for	an	Indigenous-run	radio	station.	

He	 had	 participated	 in	 a	 leadership	 program	 that	 boosted	 his	 confidence	 and	

allowed	him	to	 find	work	 in	 the	media.	He	says	he	used	to	be	very	shy	 like	his	

brothers,	who	do	 not	 have	 the	 same	 confidence	 as	 him.	Having	 grown	up	 in	 a	

town	camp	his	level	of	cultural	attachment	was	high:	

	
[Ben]:	Well,	lack	of	education,	yeah,	definitely	a	disadvantage.	Yeah.	And	
then	that’s	when	the	shame	factor	comes	in,	‘Oh,	I	don’t	know	much.	I’m	not	
that	well	educated.	I	don’t	want	to	do	that’.	So	it	builds	up	on	that	and	
makes	it	harder.	
[Interviewer]:	So	is	it	like	confidence	as	well?	
[Ben]:	Yeah.	Drains	away	the	confidence.	It'’s	kind	of	like	afraid	to	make	a	
mistake	or	let	people	know	that	there	are	weaknesses		

	

Cassandra	presents	a	similar	explanation	of	shame	and	shamejob:	

	

[Interviewer]:	So	when	you	said	before	one	of	the	reasons	that	you	think	
there	might	be	maybe	more	white	people	are	rich	than	Aboriginal	people	is	
because	Aboriginal	people	don’t	want	to	make	the	effort	to…	
[Cassandra]:	They	don’t	understand.	
[Interviewer]:	What	don’t	they	understand?	
[Cassandra]:	Like	they	don’t	understand	to	have	that	drive,	to	just	keep	
going.	So	once	we	fail,	that’s	it,	‘I	don’t	want	to	do	them	again’.	Too	shame	
job	to	fail.	But	it’s	just	trying	to	get	that…	tell	them	it’s	all	right	to	fail.	
[Interviewer]:	What	happens	if	you	fail,	though?	
[Cassandra]:	Because	you	don’t	understand	what	you’re	doing,	and	that	
you’re	getting	it	wrong.	It’s	good	to	be	wrong,	so	then	you	can	make	it	right	
next	time	around.”	

	

Anne	 makes	 a	 linkage	 between	 know-how,	 communication	 and	 lack	 of	 work-

readiness:	
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[Interviewer]:	When	you	say	they	need	to	learn	to	hang	out	with	white	
people,	to	you	know,	be	able	to	mix	with	them,	what	is	it	they	need	to,	apart	
from	just	stepping	out	of	their	comfort	zone.	Like,	it’s	always	with	new	
people	anywhere	that’s	hard	but	what	it	is	particularly	about	white	
Australians	that’s	so	intimidating?	
	[Anne]:	I	don't	think	it’s	intimidating,	I	don’t	think	it’s	intimidating,	I	just	
think	it’s	fear	of	the	unknown…	They	don’t	know…	So	it	may	not	be	that	
different,	but	they	just	don’t	know…	They	don’t	know	because	they	have	
never	had	the	opportunity.	
[Interviewer]:	And	what	are	people	saying	to	each	other	about	white	people	
then,	that	they	kind	of?	
[Anne]:	To	tell	you	the	truth,	I	don’t	think	they	are	saying	much	because	we	
just	don’t	have	that,	we	don’t	socialise	with	white	people.	We	don’t	have	
anything	to	do	with	white	people.	So,	we	are	not	really	getting	them	job	
ready,	are	we?		

	

These	quotes	and	examples	illustrate	the	connection	between	knowledge,	ability	

and	shame.	Statements	such	as	‘not	knowing	much’,	‘they	don’t	understand’	and	

‘too	 shamejob	 to	 fail’	 indicate	 that	 feelings	 of	 shame	 are	 linked	 to	 a	 lack	 of	

confidence	at	 the	workplace	and	with	attempts	 to	 find	work.	Self-confidence	 is	

defined	as	how	assured	one	 feels	 about	particular	 abilities,	which	 is	 related	 to	

self-esteem,	 and	 can	 affect	 motivation.	 This	 can	 change	 depending	 on	 factors	

including	 having	 one’s	 abilities	 examined	 and	 the	 group	 in	 front	 of	whom	 the	

ability	is	to	be	demonstrated	(Louth,	2012:	2).	Confidence	also	implicates	know-

how	and	metis	knowledge.	Feelings	of	shame	also	suggest	that	many	Indigenous	

people	 living	 in	 urban	 areas	 are	 not	 fully	 accustomed	 to	 a	 western	 culture	 of	

work.	 Ann	makes	 this	 point:	 ‘we	 don’t	 socialise	with	white	 people’,	 suggesting	

that	a	lack	of	contact	with	non-Indigenous	cultures	can	contribute	to	feelings	of	

shame.	 Several	 respondents	 used	 the	 metaphor	 of	 the	 bucket	 of	 crabs	 to	

illustrate	this	tension.	Ben	articulated	this	well:		
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[Ben]:	There’s	this	two	buckets	of	crabs.	One	bucket	represents	non-
Indigenous	and	the	other	bucket	represents	Indigenous.	So	the	non-
Indigenous,	the	mob	in	the	non-Indigenous	bucket,	all	the	crabs	sort	of	help	
one	crab	out	each	time	and	to	each	to	escape,	while	in	the	other	bucket	one	
crab	tries	to	escape,	the	other	crabs	pull	him	back.	The	other	crab	tries	to	
escape	but	they	keep	pulling	him	back…	That’s	the	Indigenous	bucket.	It’s	
got	to	do	with	family	and	home	so	it’s,	countrymen	try	and	venture	out	into	
the	white	man’s	world	for	too	long	they’ll	get	homesick	and	they’ll	miss	
family	and	they’ll	want	to	come	back.	So	it	sort	of	drags	us	mob	back	so	we	
can’t	sort	of	progress	into	the	white	man’s	world.	

	

The	 metaphor	 describes	 the	 obligations	 from	 family	 that	 prevent	 one	 from	

escaping	 a	 bucket,	 or	 progressing	 financially	 and	 professionally	 in	 a	 western	

sense.	I	interpreted	this	metaphor	as	signifying	the	strength	of	mutual	obligation,	

which	 is	 underwritten	 by	 reciprocity.	 The	 binding	 force	 of	 reciprocity	 is	 the	

threat	 of	 sanctions	 from	 others	 to	 break	 the	 bonds	 of	 reciprocity,	 leaving	 one	

alone	 (Yan,	 2005:	 205).	 As	 respondent	 Callum	 noted,	 facing	 this	 threat	 causes	

psychological	 tensions	 that	 can	 result	 in	 disengaging	 from	 voluntary	

employment	when	balancing	work	and	family	obligations	becomes	too	difficult.	

Another	 way	 of	 interpreting	 this	 metaphor	 is	 that	 family	 members	 do	 not	

deliberately	 ‘pull	 down’	 others	 from	 escaping	 the	 bucket;	 rather,	 it	 is	 the	

emotions	emanating	from	the	 individual	that	 figuratively	 ‘pull’	 them	back	to	be	

with	 family.	 The	 emotional	 response	 to	 this	 tension,	 or	 feeling	 ‘homesick’	

indicates	that	family	obligations	are	a	strong	facet	of	respondents’	identities.	As	

Burbank	 (2006)	 argues,	 lessons	 about	 the	 self	 early	 in	 life	 accompanied	 by	

strong	emotion	become	core	features	of	an	individual’s	sense	of	self.	Work	might	

not	necessarily	engage	individuals,	due	to	an	‘emotional	incompatibility’,	of	their	

sense	of	 self	with	anonymous	and	disconnected	 institutions	 such	as	work,	 that	

require	 interpersonal	 interaction	 defined	 by	 instrumentally	 oriented	

relationships	(Burbank,	2006:	7).		
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Indigenous	 interview	 respondents	 were	 subject	 to	 a	 normative	 pressure	 that	

fuelled	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	which	 also	 contributed	 to	 feelings	 of	 self-blame.	

Neoliberal	forms	of	policy	foster	a	culture	of	self-blame,	in	which	individuals	are	

told	 their	 failings	 in	 the	 labour	market	are	 their	own	fault	 (Dean,	2003:	445).	 I	

noticed	that	respondents	often	reproduced	this	reasoning	when	questioned	why	

some	Indigenous	people	were	unemployed.	In	this	sense,	feelings	of	shame	and	

self-blame	are	expressions	of	symbolic	violence.	That	is,	official	representations	

impose	 meaning	 that	 directs	 how	 participants	 can	 construe	 the	 social	 world,	

often	in	a	constrictive	way	(Acciaoli,	1981:	29).	For	example,	some	respondents	

iterated	 the	 idea	 that	 laziness	 is	 a	 causal	 factor	 in	 high	 unemployment,	 while	

ignoring	other	factors	such	as	discrimination	or	lack	of	opportunities.	

	

The	notions	of	shame	and	shamejob	reveal	the	effects	of	the	clash	between	two	

different	kinds	of	metis	knowledge.	However,	due	to	the	nature	of	the	interview	

data	 I	 cannot	 make	 an	 accurate	 judgment	 of	 the	 extent	 to	 which	 particular	

groups	may	have	experienced	shamejob	more	acutely	than	others,	or	the	extent	

of	 their	 possession	 of	 neoliberal	metis	 knowledge.	 Many	 of	 the	 questions	 and	

answers	in	the	interviews	were	analytical	in	nature.	They	asked	for	respondents’	

perspectives	 on	 and	 explanations	 for	 why	 particular	 phenomenon	 occurred.	

While	 respondents	 did	 provide	 personal	 stories	 or	 explanations,	many	 offered	

presented	their	own	theories	as	to	why	Indigenous	rates	of	unemployment	were	

higher	 than	 non-Indigenous	 rates,	 for	 example.	 Respondents	 offered	 two	main	

explanations	 –	 including	 generational	 and	 geographical	 differences	 –	 for	 why	

some	groups	might	possess	more	or	less	neoliberal	metis	knowledge	than	others.		
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Respondent	 James	 thought	 that	 older	 generations	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 had	

higher	levels	of	competence	in	mainstream	society	as	they	were	forced	to	adopt	

mainstream	modes	 of	 living	 and	 education.	 James	 grew	 up	 in	 a	 town	 camp	 in	

Darwin.	 He	 worked	 for	 the	 Department	 of	 Prime	 Minister	 and	 Cabinet	 as	 an	

Indigenous	 liaison	 officer	 and	 attended	 high	 school.	 He	 has	 a	 very	 in-depth	

knowledge	of	government	policy,	the	politics	surrounding	this	and	how	it	affects	

Indigenous	 people.	 James	 was	 cynical	 in	 his	 outlook	 on	 the	 prospects	 for	

Indigenous	people	due	to	his	job	and	the	events	he	had	witnessed	in	his	lifelong	

residence	of	Bagot:	

	
[James]:	I	guess	I’m	a	60s	baby	so	in	the	60s	we	are	all	being	taught	to	live	
with	the	white	man.	We	were	told	that	we	were	not	going	to	be	going	back	
bush	to	live.	That	we	had	to	start	looking	at	working	since	five	to	survive	
and	all	that	sort	of	stuff.		

	

Other	 respondents	 also	 argued	 that	 younger	 generations	 of	 Indigenous	 people	

were	being	sheltered	from	mainstream	society	and	as	a	result	did	not	have	the	

full	set	of	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	necessary	to	manage	the	demands	of	

the	workplace.	Respondents	also	noted	that	Indigenous	people	living	in	remote	

areas	 who	 came	 into	 the	 city	 also	 displayed	 less	 knowledge	 of	 mainstream	

culture.	 They	 attributed	 this	 to	 their	 isolation	 and	 generally	 lower	 levels	 of	

English	language	ability.		

	

I	 have	 focused	 my	 attention	 on	 the	 discord	 between	 different	 types	 of	 metis	

knowledge	 that	 can	 cause	 negative	 outcomes.	 However,	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	 can	 be	 a	 positive	 force,	 such	 as	 engendering	 improved	 working	
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relationships	 and	 conflict	 management	 procedures.	 Many	 respondents	

recounted	 stories	 relating	 to	 the	 positive	 impact	 that	 becoming	 employed	 has	

had	 for	 them,	 such	 as	 broadening	 their	 perspective	 on	 life,	 ensuring	 financial	

security	and	generating	a	sense	of	purpose.	Additionally,	good	working	relations	

between	 employers	 and	 employees	 involve	 mutually	 beneficial	 and	 trusting	

relationships.	 This	 is	 often	 equated	with	 labour	 efficiency,	 product	 quality	 and	

customer	satisfaction	(Reade	and	McKenna,	2013:	55).		

	

Indigenous	metis	knowledge	plays	a	role	in	the	day-to-day	interactions	between	

people	 and	 can	 be	 useful	 for	 improving	 employee	 relations.	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	applies	to	contexts	where	there	is	 less	separation	between	personal	

and	work	domains.	Conversely,	Reade	and	McKenna	(2013)	note	that	in	western	

institutions	 that	 revolve	 around	 individualistic,	 impersonal	 norms	 and	 values,	

dispute	resolution	is	normally	direct	and	confrontational,	generating	adversarial	

relations.	 Indigenous	 conceptions	 of	 the	 workplace	 can	 potentially	 improve	

working	 relations	 by	 facilitating	 consensual	 dispute	 resolution	 that	 identifying	

interests	and	relationships	(Reade	and	McKenna,	2013:	62).		

	

	

	

6.9	Conclusion	
	

Assessing	 the	 limitations	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 depends	 on	

observing	and	explaining	how	competent	 interaction	 in	 impersonal	workplaces	

is	 actually	 achieved	 or	 not.	 The	 concept	 of	metis	 knowledge	 reveals	 how	 such	
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interaction	 occurs	 or	 not.	 Analysing	 the	 diffusion	 and	 prevalence	 of	 work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 can	 reveal	 how	 people	 do	 or	 do	 not	 interact	

effectively	at	such	settings.	I	have	focused	on	respondents’	perspectives	of	their	

everyday	practices	to	reveal	the	role	of	metis	knowledge	in	formally	structured	

and	 technical	 settings	 such	 as	 the	 workplace	 as	 sites	 of	 discordance	 and	

epistemological	 dissonance.	 Analysing	 respondents’	 orientations	 to	 work	 in	

these	terms	highlights	the	lack	of	appeal	of	work-ready	metis	knowledge.		

	

My	 analysis	 of	 respondents’	 orientations	 to	 work	 demonstrates	 two	 main	

findings.	First,	 respondents	encountered	difficulties	when	 faced	with	situations	

that	demanded	work-readiness	metis	knowledge.	The	prevalence	of	‘shame’	and	

‘shamejob’	 illustrates	how	respondents	 reacted	when	confronted	with	contexts	

requiring	 different	 sets	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 oriented	 towards	 supporting	

impersonal	 and	 instrumental	 relationships.	 Second,	 respondents	 possessed	 a	

particular	 form	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 know-how	 that	 they	 applied	 at	 the	

workplace.	Respondents	utilised	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	in	relation	to	time-

reckoning	skills,	using	money	and	creating	exchange	value	as	well	as	facilitating	

harmonious	and	productive	interaction	with	bosses.		

	

These	two	findings	have	implications	for	the	limits	of	neoliberal	governance	and	

can	 go	 some	way	 to	 explaining	why	policy	 fails.	 First,	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	 that	 promotes	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 does	 not	 necessarily	

enable	 interaction	 in	 the	 workplace	 along	 impersonal	 lines.	 Second,	 the	

dispositional	 nature	 of	 know-how	 and	 the	 existence	 of	 an	 Indigenous	 formal	

order	 defined	 by	 particular	 metis	 knowledge	 mean	 that	 respondents	 could	
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interact	 in	 workplaces	 without	 needing	 to	 adopt	 the	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	imposed	by	Indigenous	employment	policy.		

	

Many	 respondents	 expressed	 sentiments	 which	 suggest	 that	 the	 highly	

structured	nature	of	mainstream	workplaces	was	difficult	 to	navigate,	and	 that	

workplaces	were	inflexible	institutions	that	did	not	cater	for	other	forms	of	metis	

knowledge	 or	 enable	 effective	 social	 interaction.	 Clock	 time,	 instrumental	

relationships	with	bosses	and	quantitative	forms	of	money	illustrate	this,	as	they	

are	 each	 different	 aspects	 of	 social	 interaction.	 Respondents’	 discussion	 of	

tensions	surrounding	uses	of	money	and	upholding	familial	obligations	indicates	

that	 the	 values	 of	 egalitarianism	 and	 relatedness	 inform	 their	 orientations	 to	

work.	 Conversely,	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 informed	 by	 differing	

values,	 ontologies	 and	 know-how	 that	 support	 an	 impersonal	 workplace.	 The	

prevalence	of	feelings	of	‘shame’	and	‘shamejob’	indicates	that	many	respondents	

lacked	 confidence	 and	 the	 necessary	 metis	 knowledge	 when	 confronted	 with	

situations	 at	 the	workplace	 in	which	 they	 did	 not	 know	how	 to	 interact.	More	

broadly,	they	signify	a	manifestation	of	the	underlying	tension	between	personal	

and	 impersonal	 relations	 at	 the	 workplace	 and	 represent	 both	 an	 obstruction	

from	 engaging	 with	 dominant	 institutions	 and	 resistance	 to	 assimilation.	 This	

can	 partly	 explain	 why	 some	 might	 disengage	 with	 mainstream	 employment	

when	faced	with	impersonal,	neoliberal	workplace	norms.		

	

Interview	 respondents’	 orientations	 to	 work	 reveal	 the	 characteristics	 of	 an	

Indigenous	 formal	 order	 that	 entails	 particular	metis	 knowledge.	 This	 kind	 of	

metis	knowledge	was	necessary	for	functioning	competently	in	a	more	personal	



	
	

299	

and	holistically-oriented	workplace	in	regards	to	relationships	at	work,	time	and	

money.	 Respondents	 described	 know-how	 involved	 in	 establishing	 and	

maintaining	 bonding	 social	 capital	 by	 acknowledging	 others,	 and	 creating	

relationships	 by	 gauging	 others’	 capacity	 or	 willingness	 to	 help	 in	 the	 future.	

Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 also	 operates	 according	 to	 a	 less	 regimented	

conception	of	time	that	involves	using	concrete	relations	between	people	and	a	

metric	of	quality	rather	than	quantity	as	a	measure	of	time.	Working	in	a	more	

personalised	 and	 less	 hierarchical	 workplace	 necessitates	 knowing	 how	 to	

communicate	 with	 others	 in	 a	 way	 that	 facilitates	 continued	 cooperation	 and	

interaction	 as	 well	 as	 productivity,	 by	 respecting	 others’	 autonomy	 and	 by	

knowing	how	to	include	all	relevant	people	in	decision-making	procedures.	

	

The	existence	of	an	Indigenous	formal	order	at	work	defined	by	particular	metis	

knowledge	suggests	that	respondents	enacted	their	own	know-how	in	particular	

work	 contexts.	 Significantly,	 these	 included	 Indigenous-majority	 workplaces,	

which	supported	existing	patterns	of	social	interaction.	The	dispositional	nature	

of	know-how	and	metis	knowledge	implies	that	individuals	can	apply	the	know-

how	that	they	deem	most	appropriate	or	functional.	An	Indigenous	formal	order	

at	 work	 provides	 a	 more	 attractive	 alternative	 that	 supports	 particular	 metis	

knowledge.	 A	 consequence	 of	 possessing	 an	 alternative	 metis	 knowledge	 that	

facilitates	continued	interaction	is	that	respondents	could	avoid	participating	in	

activities	and	workplaces	that	required	work-readiness	metis	knowledge.	In	this	

way	 the	 existence	 of	 a	 different	 kind	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 limits	 the	 ability	 of	

neoliberal	 governance	 to	 change	 Indigenous	 people’s	 identity	 in	 line	 with	

individualistic	 norms,	 values	 and	 ontologies	 that	 inform	work-readiness	metis	
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knowledge.	 This	 aligns	 with	 Scott’s	 (1998)	 argument	 that	 metis	 knowledge	

undermines	 the	 attempts	 of	 formally	 organised	 social	 action	 to	 replace	 it.	 The	

interview	data	illustrates	how	the	complex,	contingent	and	contextual	nature	of	

metis	 knowledge	 presents	 a	 challenge	 to	 neoliberal	 forms	 of	 governance	 that	

attempt	to	shape	the	conduct	of	heterogeneous	populations.	
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Chapter	7:	Holistic	and	Instrumental	metis	knowledges		

7.1	Introduction:	‘That’s	how	white	people	work’	
	

This	thesis	set	out	to	answer	the	question,	 ‘What	contribution	do	differences	in	

metis	 knowledge	 assumed	 and	 promoted	 by	 Indigenous	 employment	 policies	

and	 programs,	 and	 those	 of	 Indigenous	 people,	make	 to	 the	 limited	 success	 of	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy?’.	 Analysing	 and	 comparing	 Indigenous	

employment	 policy	 documents	 and	 interview	material	 reveals	 how	differences	

between	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	

impact	on	policy’s	ability	 to	 transform	 Indigenous	 individuals	 into	work-ready,	

active	 citizen-subjects	 in	 the	 manner	 that	 it	 intends.	 Policy	 attempts	 to	 alter	

individuals’	subjectivity	through	skills	transfer,	which	does	not	necessarily	result	

in	improved	employment	outcomes.	In	this	chapter,	I	outline	four	main	findings	

from	 my	 comparative	 analysis	 of	 the	 two	 datasets.	 First,	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	 is	 characterised	 as	 holistic,	 and	 stands	 in	 contrast	 to	 instrumental	

work-readiness	metis	knowledge.	Second,	these	differences	can	result	in	feelings	

of	 shame	 and	 shamejob.	 Policy	 contributes	 to	 this	 by	 enforcing	 structural	

negative	self-evaluation,	or	aggravating	people’s	 feelings	of	shame.	Third,	 these	

factors	impact	on	the	effectiveness	of	Indigenous	employment	policy	by	causing	

individuals	to	feel	discouraged	from	participating	in	mainstream	work,	and	also	

actively	 resist	 the	 Australian	 state’s	 attempt	 to	 instil	 work-readiness.	 Fourth,	

these	 findings	open	new	theoretical	perspectives	on	how	metis	knowledge	and	

neoliberal	forms	of	governance	operate	in	plural	liberal	democratic	societies.		
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Revisiting	 a	 quote	 from	 respondent	 Catrina	 summarises	 the	 contrast	 between	

the	forms	of	metis	knowledge	and	how	they	affect	policy	outcomes:	

	

[Catrina]:	 “That's	 how	 white	 people	 work	 you	 know,	 they	 have	 high	
consciousness	of	 such	 little	 things…	So	 the	way	people	work	 is	 they’ve	got	
white	 people	 tend	 to	 have	 higher	 standards	 when	 it	 comes	 to	 working.	
Where	 I’ve	 noticed	 that	 in	 an	 Aboriginal	 organisation	 because	 I	 used	 to	
work	 for	 one,	 people	 just	 tend	 to	 be	 themselves.	 You	 know	 they	 act	
professional,	 like	you	can	act	professional	but	don’t	 lose	 touch	of	who	you	
are		

	

Catrina’s	observation	illustrates	several	aspects	of	respondents’	experiences	and	

perceptions	of	non-Indigenous	conceptions	of	work	and	 its	attendant	demands	

and	expectations.	The	term	‘high	consciousness’	coupled	with	‘such	little	things’	

is	 indicative	 of	what	 Catrina	 perceives	 to	 be	 a	 simultaneously	 trivial,	 pedantic	

and	 exacting	 approach	 to	 work.	 Catrina	 compares	 this	 to	 Indigenous	 ways	 of	

working	which	support	more	genuine	ways	of	being	and	interacting	with	others.	

The	 differences	 between	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 work-readiness	

knowledge	are	interactional	in	nature,	meaning	they	are	expressed	in	differences	

regarding	how	 individuals	order	 their	behaviour	 in	relation	 to	 interacting	with	

others	 at	 the	 workplace	 and	 life	 in	 general.	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 is	

primarily	 holistic;	 it	 is	 connected	 to	 maintaining	 social	 relations	 which	 are	

valued	 as	 an	 end	 in	 themselves.	 Non-Indigenous	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	demands	individuals	to	adopt	an	inauthentic	form	of	the	self	and	an	

instrumental	attitude	towards	relationships	at	work,	which	are	valued	for	their	

productive	potential.		
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A	 key	 component	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 the	 attempt	 to	 alter	

individuals’	 sense	 of	 self	 in	 order	 to	 cause	 behavioural	 change	 by	 imparting	

work-readiness	 skills	 and	 knowledge.	 Improving	 self-esteem	 through	

employment	is	a	critical	aspect	of	the	Closing	the	Gap	policy	framework:	

 

 “A job contributes strongly to personal, social and economic development 
and is essential to closing the gap in Indigenous disadvantage… Building 
the skills, knowledge and capacity of Indigenous Australians to compete 
for jobs in the labour market, including overcoming individual barriers to 
employment, is a key element of the Government’s strategy for closing the 
gap on employment outcomes” (Closing the Gap Prime Minister’s Report, 
2013). 

 

Despite these intentions, many respondents reported feelings of shame and	

shamejob	at	work	and	when	finding	work.	These	feelings	are	partly	an	outcome	

of	the	divide	between	forms	of	metis	knowledge	as	effects	of	structural	negative	

self-evaluation.	That	 is,	work-readiness	discourse	imposes	feelings	of	shame	on	

individuals.	This	process	 is	 similar	 to	what	Brownlie	 (2014:	14)	describes	as	a	

‘cultural	 shift	 within	 the	 intimate	 sphere,	 away	 from	 notions	 of	 obligation,	

sacrifice	and	reciprocity,	 towards	self-revelation	and	an	 increasing	 intellectual-

ization	of	emotional	lives	that	is	not	only	stratified	but	stratifying’.	That	is,	work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 demands	 that	 individuals	 adopt	 a	 particular	

relationship	to	the	self	and	a	concomitant	set	of	know-how.	Individuals	who	feel	

they	are	 lacking	these	qualities	may	 internalise	 the	 judgements	of	others	when	

forced	into	unfamiliar	situations.	

	

Work-readiness	discourse	is	stratifying	in	Brownlie’s	terms,	as	it	can	perpetuate	

disadvantage	rather	than	improving	employment	outcomes.	Differences	between	
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metis	 knowledges	 and	 the	 consequent	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 can	

contribute	 to	 a	higher	 level	 of	marginalised	 Indigenous	workers	who	desire	 to	

work	 yet	 do	 not	 actively	 participate	 in	 the	 labour	 market	 and	 therefore	

contribute	to	greater	levels	of	unemployment.	The	results	also	challenge	policy’s	

assumption	that	increasing	skills	alone	will	improve	employment	outcomes.		

	

Theoretical	 implications	of	 these	 findings	 include	a	new	reconceptualisation	of	

the	role	of	metis	knowledge	in	extending	power	relations.	Metis	knowledge	can	

act	as	both	a	mode	of	resistance	and	a	tool	of	neoliberal	governmentality.	Scott	

(1998)	 originally	 conceptualised	 metis	 knowledge	 as	 a	 form	 of	 resistance.	

However,	 metis	 knowledge	 can	 also	 operate	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 oppression	 when	

forced	 onto	 subject	 populations	 in	 the	 form	 of	 politically-sanctioned	 work-

readiness	metis	knowledge.	Indigenous	employment	policy	documents	promote	

work-readiness	 discourse,	 which	 defines	 what	 is	 counted	 as	 legitimate	 metis	

knowledge,	 how	 it	 can	 be	 acquired	 and	 used,	 and	 who	 is	 recognised	 as	

possessing	 it.	 A	 discursive	 effect	 of	 this	 is	 to	 position	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	as	the	only	legitimate	kind	of	knowledge.	An	implication	is	that	those	

who	 are	 judged	 as	 unable	 or	 unwilling	 to	 acquire	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	 are	 deficient	 and	 require	 more	 intensive	 forms	 of	 assistance	 and	

monitoring.	 On	 the	 other	 hand,	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 resists	 the	

imposition	 of	 politically-sanctioned	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	

Respondents’	 discussions	 of	 their	 experiences	 at	 work	 indicate	 that	 an	

Indigenous	 formal	 order	 operating	 according	 to	 an	 Indigenous	mode	 of	 metis	

knowledge	continues	to	be	enacted.		
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This	 also	 has	 implications	 for	 how	 neoliberal	 governance	 is	 understood	 to	

operate	in	plural	liberal	democratic	contexts.	Neoliberal	governance	is	limited	in	

its	ability	 to	create	active	citizens	through	 imparting	particular	 forms	of	know-

how,	due	to	the	dual	problems	of	transferability	and	resistance.	The	continuity	of	

Indigenous	metis	knowledge	indicates	that	some	interview	respondents	did	not	

participate	 in	 the	 governance	 arrangements	 defined	 by	 work-readiness	

discourse	or	internalise	the	habits	and	abilities	associated	with	this.	That	is,	the	

difficulty	 in	 transferring	metis	 knowledge	 places	 limits	 on	 neoliberal	 forms	 of	

governance.		

	

7.2	Instrumental	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	and	holistic	Indigenous	
metis	knowledge	
	

A	 key	 finding	 of	 this	 thesis	 is	 that	 Indigenous	 respondents	 articulated	

orientations	 to	 work	 and	 a	 form	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 that	 differs	 to	 work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 espoused	 by	 policy.	 A	 primary	 point	 of	 difference	

between	the	two	sets	of	metis	knowledges	is	along	interactional	lines.	The	forms	

of	 know-how	 that	 inform	 and	 enable	 competent	 social	 interaction	 and	 social	

relations	 are	 qualitatively	 different.	 Different	 kinds	 of	 orientations	 to	 work	

require	different	kinds	of	know-how	and	social	 action	 to	 fulfil	 and	enact	 them.	

These	 are	 expressed	 as	 the	 contextual,	 rational	 and	 ethical	 elements	 of	 know-

how.	 The	 three	 elements	 are	 apparent	 from	 the	 intentional	 actions	 of	

respondents,	 and	 the	 prescriptions	 within	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

documents.		
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I	classify	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	as	instrumental	and	Indigenous	metis	

knowledge	 as	 holistic.	 Many	 respondents	 expressed	 views	 on	 work	 that	 were	

holistic,	 for	 example	 by	 prioritising	 sustaining	 social	 relatedness	 above	

individual	 consumption	 and	 accumulation.	 An	 emphasis	 on	 reciprocity	 and	

collectivism	 informs	 Indigenous	 understandings	 of	 labour,	 production,	

consumption,	 exchange	 and	 forms	 of	 value.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

promotes	 a	 particular	 view	 of	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge,	 which	 is	

informed	 by	 mainstream,	 western	 conceptions	 of	 work	 and	 labour.	 This	 is	

characterised	by	industrial	modes	of	organising	the	workplace,	including	a	wage	

relationship	 and	 a	 neoliberal	 logic	 of	 improving	 capacity	 which	 encourages	

mobility	and	flexibility	and	that	attempts	to	create	impersonal	and	instrumental	

social	relations.	

	

The	 three	 key	 themes	 identified	 in	 the	 interview	 data	 are	 uses	 of	 money,	

understandings	of	time,	and	interpersonal	interactions	in	the	workplace.	In	each	

example,	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 stands	 in	 opposition	 to	 politically-

sanctioned	work-readiness	metis	 knowledge.	 Each	 form	of	metis	 knowledge	 is	

linked	 to	 incompatible	 goals	 that	 require	 particular	 know-how	 in	 order	 to	 be	

achieved.	 That	 is,	 the	 institutional	 dualism	 between	 personal	 and	 impersonal	

spheres	 is	 difficult	 to	 reconcile.	 The	 differences	 between	 work-readiness	

discourses	and	Indigenous	orientations	to	work	are	summarised	in	Table	1.		
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Table	10.	Characteristics	of	Holistic	and	Instrumental	Metis	Knowledge	

Work-readiness		 Instrumental	policy	discourses	
	

Holistic	Indigenous	
orientations	to	work		
	

The	transferability	of	work-
ready	skills	and	knowledge		
	

‘Employability	skills’	and	
competencies	are	transferable,	
assessable,	atomistic	and	
behavioural.	That	is,	the	abilities	
are	defined	in	relation	to	specific	
tasks	aligned	with	the	needs	of	
policy	and	employers.	There	is	an	
assumption	that	work-readiness	
metis	knowledge	has	universal	
application	and	that	it	can	be	
taught	across	different	contexts.		

Indigenous	metis	knowledge	is	
not	necessarily	aligned	with	
policies	or	non-Indigenous	
employers’	objectives.	
Indigenous	Metis	knowledge	is	
complex	and	holistic,	linked	to	
upholding	particular	goals	and	
relational	values.	That	is,	it	is	
used	to	sustain	relationships	
across	different	contexts.		

Application	of	work-readiness	
skills		
	
	
	

A	logic	of	human	capital	informs	
policy,	in	which	skills	have	an	
instrumental	value.	Underlying	
this	logic	is	an	emphasis	on	
rational	choice,	linear	
progression,	profit	maximisation	
and	accumulation.	Individuals	are	
responsible	for	learning	new	
skills	to	enhance	career	and	job	
prospects.		
	

Work	is	valued	for	the	
relationships	entered	into,	
which	are	ends	in	themselves	
rather	than	a	means	for	career	
progression.	Skills	are	learned	
in	order	to	participate	in	
employment	that	supports	
relatedness	and	survival	and	
subsistence.		
	
	

Work-readiness	metis	
knowledge	and	Indigenous	
metis	knowledge.		

Dominant	western	views	of	time	
are	characterised	by	the	
importance	of	‘clock	time’,	which	
emphasises	future	orientation	
and	disciplines	individuals’	
behaviour.	Clock	time	is	used	to	
measure	the	value	of	labour	in	
terms	of	an	abstract	exchange	
value,	or	money.	Individuals	need	
to	know	how	to	plan	ahead	and	
order	their	behaviour	to	meet	the	
demands	of	clock	time.		

Many	respondents	possessed	a	
present-oriented	view	of	time	
and	were	not	necessarily	
motivated	to	action	by	
deadlines.	Respondents	often	
used	social	relations	and	
quality	of	workmanship	to	
measure	time	rather	than	
quantification	or	abstract	
representations	such	as	clocks,	
calendars	or	rosters.	A	
consequence	is	that	others	are	
accommodated	in	activities	
regardless	of	time	concerns.		

Impersonal,	anonymous	money	is	
general	purpose,	meaning	that	it	
retains	the	same	value	
irrespective	of	context.	When	
labour	is	given	a	monetary	value	
it	encourages	individuals	to	
conceive	of	it	in	terms	of	the	
effort	they	expended	to	produce	
it.	This	supports	individual	
patterns	of	accumulation	and	
consumption.		

Money	is	a	medium	for	
upholding	relatedness	through	
sharing	and	acts	of	service	for	
others.	Impersonal	anonymous	
money	also	causes	tensions	
from	humbug,	or	over-bearing	
requests	for	sharing.	Work	is	
conceived	in	terms	of	the	value	
it	creates	in	the	form	of	
bonding	social	capital	and	the	
support	that	additional	
relationships	provide.		

Impersonal	workplaces	are	based	
on	a	formal	division	of	labour	and	
instrumental	relationships.	As	

Respondents	expressed	a	
preference	for	Indigenous	
workplaces,	where	
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part	of	this,	hierarchical	
relationships	in	the	workplace	
are	observed	and	followed.	One	
needs	to	understand	and	
anticipate	the	typical	
circumstances	and	responses	of	
others	in	these	contexts.	Investing	
in	human	capital	is	a	strategy	for	
progressing.		

relationships	with	others	are	
considered	more	genuine	and	
personal.	This	entailed	a	
horizontal	conception	of	
workplace	order	that	requires	
knowing	how	to	communicate	
with	others	in	a	way	that	
respects	their	autonomy	and	
ensures	continued	interaction.		

Mode	of	personhood:	
including	underlying	values	of	
work	
	

Work	is	portrayed	as	central	to	
occupational	citizenship	and	
personal	fulfilment.	An	
individualistic	ontology	within	
policy	documents	supports	
representations	of	people	as	
active	citizens	who	build	a	career	
and	become	productive,	tax-
paying	workers.	The	vision	of	
wellbeing	includes	aspirations	
and	underlying	values	linked	to	
the	psychological	and	health	
benefits	of	work.	

Work	is	understood	as	a	form	
of	care	for	others	and	as	a	
social	relation.	Respondents	
preferred	to	perform	work	that	
is	satisfying	and	compatible	
with	an	ethos	of	egalitarianism	
and	that	supports	a	relational	
ontology,	by	maintaining	
family	relationships	and	
cultural	obligations.		
	

	

7.2.1	Generating	and	understanding	value:	The	uses	of	wages	and	money	
	

Indigenous	employment	policy	promotes	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	that	

supports	 wage-based	 relationships	 defined	 by	 impersonal	 relations	 and	 an	

institutional	 dualism	 between	 work	 and	 home.	 Conversely,	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	 is	 applied	 towards	 upholding	 particular	 values	 of	work	 and	wages,	

which	 lie	 in	 the	 worth	 these	 have	 for	 generating	 bonding	 social	 capital	 and	

sustaining	and	mediating	social	relatedness.	

	

Indigenous	employment	policy	attempts	to	inculcate	work	discipline	and	create	

work-ready	 subjects	 by	 removing	 people	 from	 welfare	 and	 publicly-funded	

employment	programs	into	mainstream,	unsubsidised	wage-paying	jobs.	In	this	

case,	wages	are	a	key	technology	of	government,	as	they	encourage	wage	earners	

and	 their	 families	 to	 take	 responsibility	 for	 various	 aspects	 of	 their	 own	

livelihood	 through	 notions	 of	 self-respect,	 independence,	 wellbeing	 and	
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obligation	(Walters,	2000:	27).	The	wage	relationship	maintains	 the	distinction	

between	activities	at	work	that	have	a	money	equivalent	and	activities	at	home	

that	do	not.	Wages	redefine	the	labour	relationship	from	the	exchange	of	labour	

as	a	gift,	or	as	part	of	a	social	obligation,	to	exchange	with	remuneration	(Ortiz,	

1994:	 907).	 Promoting	 individual	 patterns	 of	 consumption	 related	 to	 an	

impersonal	conception	of	money	also	entails	a	specific	kind	of	know-how	needed	

in	order	to	enact	them.	This	relates	to	the	ability	to	internalise	the	institutional	

dualism	 between	 work	 and	 home	 and	 separate	 the	 two	 conceptually	 and	

practically.		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 emphasises	 the	 value	 of	 work	 in	 terms	 of	 its	

morally	 reformative	 nature,	 which	 provides	 the	 stimulus	 that	 maintains	 the	

individual	 and	 family	 in	 full	 mental	 health,	 wellbeing,	 dignity,	 purpose	 and	

security	 for	 the	 future	 (Miller,	 1986:	 156;	 Jordan,	 2011:	 1).	 For	 example,	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 provide	 a	 singular	 picture	 of	

wellbeing	and	how	 to	attain	 it.	The	Department	of	Prime	Minister	 and	Cabinet	

Annual	 Review	 2013	 document	 makes	 use	 of	 before-and-after	 narratives	 to	

portray	 the	 benefits	 of	 wage	 labour.	 A	 transitivity	 analysis	 of	 the	 text	

demonstrated	 how	 particular	 mental	 verbs	 are	 used	 to	 create	 a	 picture	 of	

improved	wellbeing	 resulting	 from	 becoming	work-ready.	 The	work-readiness	

discourse	 operating	 in	 this	 document	 creates	 the	 effect	 of	 defining	 who	 is	

recognised	 as	 possessing	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 presents	 only	

one	 vision	 for	 how	wellbeing	 can	 be	 attained.	 A	 consequence	 of	 this	 is	 that	 it	

ignores	other	forms	of	activity	that	are	socially	valuable.		
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Interview	 data	 suggests	 that	 there	 are	 tensions	 between	 paid	 work	 and	

Indigenous	 understandings	 of	 social	 relations	 and	 how	 value	 is	 created.	

Respondents’	 orientations	 to	 work	 reveal	 an	 attitude	 towards	 money	 that	

indicates	its	broad	usage	linked	to	social	obligations	rather	than	a	purely	general,	

anonymous	medium	 of	 exchange.	 For	 example,	 the	 obligation	 to	 share	money	

and	 the	 value	 of	 generosity	 was	 a	 common	 topic	 throughout	 interviews.	

Respondent	Neil	articulated	this	most	clearly	when	recounting	a	story	in	which	

he	 had	 to	 explain	 to	 a	 non-Indigenous	 co-worker	 why	 so	 many	 Indigenous	

people	share	their	wages	with	family:	

	

we	work,	go	get	jobs,	we're	able	to	work,	get	money,	but	we	just	spend	it	on	
family	or	things	for	our	families.	And	if	we’ve	got	money,	we’ll	give	it	to	our	
family.	We	don’t	really	care		

	

By	 stating	 that	 ‘we	 don’t	 really	 care’,	 Neil	 illustrates	 how	 sharing	 is	 a	 higher	

priority	 than	 individual	 accumulation.	 The	 social	 relations	 implied	 by	 the	

imposition	of	wages	are	 rejected	 in	 favour	of	mediating	and	upholding	kinship	

obligations.		

	

Respondents	generated	bonding	 social	 capital	 at	 the	workplace	 to	 create	value	

from	their	labour.	That	is,	work	is	valued	for	the	relationships	it	can	create	and	

maintain.	Respondents	rejected	what	they	perceived	to	be	the	overly	materialist	

and	 conspicuous	 consumption	 habits	 of	 non-Indigenous	 people.	 Respondents	

valued	work	insomuch	as	it	allowed	them	to	support	their	family	and	spend	time	

together.	 Respondent	 Claire	 articulated	 this:	 ‘Yeah,	 they’re	 [non-Indigenous	

people]	 losing	 their	 family	 because	 I’m	 sure	 some	of	 them	don’t	 have	 time	 for	
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their	children	at	home’.	That	is,	work	is	conceived	of	as	a	means	for	facilitating	a	

service-based	mode	of	exchange,	in	which	value	is	measured	in	terms	of	the	help	

it	provides	others	(Merlan,	1991).	In	contrast	to	respondents’	care-centric	notion	

of	productivity,	 Indigenous	employment	policy	frames	work-readiness	 in	terms	

of	 a	materialist-centric	notion	of	productivity	 that	 emphasises	work	as	 a	 value	

in-itself	 and	 as	 a	 means	 for	 self-realisation.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

promotes	 an	 image	 of	 work-ready	 subjects	 as	 becoming	 productive	 taxpayers	

and	emphasising	their	increased	ability	to	create	material	wealth.	

	

Respondents	described	difficulties	associated	with	balancing	familial	obligations	

while	engaged	in	a	wage	relationship.	Respondent	Daniel	termed	this	‘sponging’,	

when	family	members	abused	the	ethic	of	mutual	obligation.	The	term	‘humbug’	

also	encapsulated	this	sentiment.	Additionally,	respondents	also	criticised	family	

members	 who	 they	 perceived	 to	 be	 selfish	 and	 compared	 their	 behaviour	

unfavourably	 with	 non-Indigenous	 people.	 While	 paid	 work	 can	 also	 create	

competing	 demands	 and	 conflicts	 related	 to	 familial	 obligation	 in	 non-

Indigenous	 society,	 these	 conflicts	 take	 a	 qualitatively	 different	 character	 for	

respondents.	Engaging	in	forms	of	service	for	others	through	sharing	wages	can	

be	 disrupted	when	 the	 links	 between	 provision,	 distribution	 and	 consumption	

are	organised	 in	 terms	of	 impersonal,	 anonymous	 sums	of	money.	Distributing	

the	 products	 of	 one’s	 labour	 provides	 recognition	 of	 relatedness;	 however,	

wages	earned	through	labour	encourage	individuals	to	value	money	in	terms	of	

their	 own	 labour.	Respondents	 indicated	 that	 they	utilised	 a	particular	 kind	of	

metis	knowledge	to	create	their	own	forms	of	value	while	engaged	in	workplaces	

defined	 by	 wage	 relationships.	 That	 is,	 respondents	 used	 tactics	 like	 knowing	
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how	to	form	relationships	and	gauging	the	reliability	of	others	to	build	networks	

and	 bonding	 social	 capital	 that	 could	 be	 relied	 upon	 in	 the	 future	 to	 provide	

support.	This	stands	in	opposition	to	work-readiness	metis	knowledge,	which	is	

applied	 towards	 maintaining	 self-reliance,	 individual	 freedom	 and	 flexibility	

needed	to	move	from	job	to	job	and	maintain	a	personal	income.		

	

7.2.2	 Negotiating	 hierarchical	 relationships	 and	 impersonal	 workplaces:	

Instrumental	and	holistic	relationships	at	work	

	
Indigenous	employment	policy	portrays	 the	 relationships	entered	 into	at	work	

as	 instrumental.	That	 is,	mainstream,	non-Indigenous	 institutions	such	as	work	

are	 extra-familial	 and	 impersonal,	 meaning	 the	 relationships	 are	 valued	 as	 a	

means	 to	 an	 end,	 and	 personal	 feelings	 are	 not	 necessarily	 recognised	 as	

legitimate	 reasons	 for	 action	 (Burbank,	 2006:	 8).	 Work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	 is	 applied	 towards	 navigating	 the	 impersonal	 demands	 of	 the	

workplace	 and	 the	 kinds	 of	 relationships	 found	 there,	 including	 hierarchical	

relationships.	In	contrast,	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	is	directed	at	maintaining	

relationships	 at	 work	 that	 are	 simultaneously	 productive,	 supportive	 and	

respectful	of	other’s	autonomy	and	personal	sentiments.		

	

A	 foundation	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 the	 strategy	 of	 forming	

‘partnerships’	 to	 encourage	 unemployed	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 develop	

relationships	 with	 employers	 and	 eventually	 become	 employed.	 The	 National	

Partnership	 Agreement	 on	 Indigenous	 Economic	 Participation	 is	 a	 key	 policy	



	
	

313	

statement	that	sets	this	agenda,	which	is	replicated	in	both	federal	and	Northern	

Territory	government	policies:	

	

Continued	partnership	by	government,	business	and	industry	to	grow	our	
own	workforce	and	capability	through	training	investment.	(Northern	
Territory	Government,	2010)	
	
The	Australian	Government	is	investing	in	partnerships	and	programs	to	
ensure	that	Indigenous	Australians	have	the	right	skills	and	experience	to	
participate	in	the	workforce,	employers	are	engaged	and	supported	to	build	
their	Indigenous	workforce	and	the	right	economic	conditions	are	created	
to	support	the	development	and	ongoing	viability	of	Indigenous	businesses	
(Closing	the	Gap	Prime	Minister’s	Report,	2013).	

	

The	focus	on	partnerships	indicates	that	a	key	target	of	Indigenous	employment	

policy	 is	 fostering	the	relationship	between	unemployed	Indigenous	 jobseekers	

and	private	employers	to	support	a	transaction	of	labour	and	wages	between	the	

two.	The	partnership-forming	tactic	also	suggests	that	the	work-readiness	metis	

knowledge	 used	 to	 develop	 and	 maintain	 these	 relationships	 needs	 to	 be	

internalised.	Work-readiness	discourse	demands	that	Indigenous	people	submit	

to	 the	 norms	 of	 impersonal	 workplaces	 defined	 by	 a	 hierarchical	 division	 of	

labour	 by	 promoting	 a	 form	 of	 indirect	 pedagogy.	 Policy	 does	 this	 by	

encouraging	 Indigenous	 people	 to	 partly	 define	 themselves	 by	 their	 role	 as	

learners	 and	 potential	workers	who	 take	 responsibility	 for	 their	 own	 learning	

and	 productive	 potential.	 The	 use	 of	 certain	 terms	 such	 as	 ‘support’	 and	

‘incentives’	 in	 documents	 such	 as	 the	 Indigenous	 Economic	 Development	

Strategy	 2011–2018	 locates	 agency	 and	 responsibility	 for	 improvement	 and	

work-readiness	with	 Indigenous	people	rather	 than	government,	which	takes	a	

passive	role	in	providing	support.		
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Work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 reflects	 particular	 social	 contexts	 of	

production	 and	 exchange.	 A	 key	 characteristic	 of	 an	 impersonal	 workplace	 is	

being	defined	by	one’s	role	rather	than	one’s	personal	relationships	with	others.	

The	 socio-economic	 relations	 implied	 by	 mainstream,	 non-Indigenous	

workplaces	 are	 usually	 defined	 by	 the	 demands	 of	 capital,	 which	 depends	 on	

being	 able	 to	 standardise	 and	 control	 labour	 to	 calculate	 profit	 (Hart,	 2005).	

Bosses	 represent	 the	 division	 of	 labour	 that	 helps	 to	 facilitate	 this	 process.	

Submitting	to	the	demands	of	an	impersonal	workplace	requires	work-readiness	

metis	knowledge	that	facilitates	an	understanding	of	how	and	when	to	respond	

appropriately	to	bosses	and	other	colleagues.	For	example,	policy	promotes	key	

competencies	such	as	‘team	work’,	of	which	a	key	component	is	‘knowing	how	to	

define	a	role	as	part	of	a	team	(Department	of	Education,	Science	and	Training,	

2006).	 An	 implication	 is	 that	 becoming	work-ready	 involves	 knowledge	 of	 the	

hierarchical	 norms	 and	 structures	 in	 any	 given	 mainstream	 workplace,	 and	

knowing	how	to	interact	and	complete	tasks	competently	within	these	terms.		

	

In	 contrast,	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work	 indicate	 that	 the	 relationships	

engaged	 there	 are	 holistic	 and	 emotionally	 engaged,	 while	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	 is	 used	 to	 support	 relatedness.	 That	 is,	 holistic	 relationships	 are	

valued	as	ends	in	themselves	due	to	the	gratification	people	receive	from	being	

in	the	relationship	(Kusterer,	1978:	149).	Indigenous	respondents	reported	that	

personal	 relationships	 at	 work	 were	 important	 factors	 in	 their	 decisions	 to	

become	employed	and	remain	at	a	certain	workplace.	Common	stories	recounted	

throughout	 interviews	 involved	 interactions	 with	 bosses	 whom	 respondents	

considered	 to	be	difficult	or	unkind.	These	bosses	were	perceived	 to	be	overly	
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managerial	 and	 aloof	 from	 employees.	 Respondents	 felt	 the	 relationship	 they	

had	with	 the	 bosses	 should	 be	more	 personal,	 such	 as	 taking	 into	 account	 the	

feelings	of	employees	and	talking	to	them	as	equals	rather	than	as	subordinates.	

Many	 respondents	 expressed	 a	 preference	 to	 work	 in	 Indigenous	 workplaces,	

where	 a	 majority	 of	 co-workers	 were	 Indigenous.	 This	 demonstrates	 a	 desire	

amongst	respondents	to	work	in	an	environment	in	which	they	felt	comfortable	

and	 could	be	 their	 authentic	 selves,	 rather	 than	 inhabiting	 roles	 defined	by	 an	

impersonal	workplace.	Respondents	described	the	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	

used	 in	 this	context,	which	 involved	a	more	horizontal	power	balance	between	

workers.	This	involves	knowing	how	to	speak	to	others	in	a	way	that	maintains	

harmony	 and	 avoids	 confrontation,	 while	 also	 respecting	 their	 autonomy.	 In	

contrast,	 hierarchical	 relationships	 require	 suppression	 of	 one’s	 feelings	when	

accepting	and	performing	tasks	for	those	in	more	senior	roles.		

	

7.2.3	Time	reckoning	skills	and	time	discipline	

	
Habits	 of	 time	 discipline	 promoted	 by	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 are	 also	

related	 to	 an	 impersonal,	 instrumental	 mode	 of	 social	 action.	 Work-readiness	

discourse	endorses	generic	 skills	 such	as	 the	capacity	 to	deal	with	non-routine	

processes	 and	 future	 orientation,	 which	 are	 important	 for	 enabling	 active	

citizenship.	This	reflects	mainstream	conceptions	of	clock	time,	in	which	time	is	

standardised,	divisible,	quantifiable	and	purchasable,	enabling	labour	to	be	sold	

by	units	of	time	rather	than	by	tasks	completed	(Bergmann,	1992).	An	example	

of	this	conception	of	time	at	work	in	Indigenous	employment	policy	is	seen	in	the	

document	 Employability	 Skills:	 From	 Framework	 to	 Practice.	 This	 document	
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outlines	key	competencies	such	as	‘planning	and	organising’.	Accordingly,	work-

readiness	metis	knowledge	includes	personal	skills	and	attributes	such	as	being	

responsible,	resourceful,	flexible	and	being	able	to	manage	one’s	time.		

	

My	thematic	analysis	of	 the	 interview	data	suggests	that	respondents	utilised	a	

form	of	metis	knowledge	that	 facilitates	patterns	of	organising	one’s	behaviour	

and	 interaction	 with	 others	 according	 to	 a	 conception	 of	 time	 that	 is	 more	

present-oriented.	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 associated	 with	 this	 includes	

time-reckoning	 skills	 that	 order	 behaviour	 with	 reference	 to	 upholding	 social	

relationships	 and	 quality	 of	 workmanship	 rather	 than	 speed.	 The	 meanings	

attached	to	time	have	consequences	for	the	interpersonal	interactions	that	work-

readiness	 discourses	 attempt	 to	 shape.	 For	 example,	 a	 significant	 finding	 from	

the	interview	data	is	that	many	respondents	indicated	that	they	had	difficulties	

in	 adjusting	 to	 the	 imposition	 of	 clock	 time.	 Different	 meanings	 of	 time	 are	 a	

source	 of	 tension	 between	 holistic	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 and	

instrumental	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 Work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	 requires	 time-reckoning	 abilities	 based	 on	 abstract	 depictions	 of	

time,	 such	 as	 calendars,	 rosters,	 deadlines	 and	 clocks.	Orienting	oneself	 in	 this	

way	 depends	 on	 self-conscious	 habits,	 including	 adjusting	 the	 speed	 of	 one’s	

activities	in	relation	to	other	events.	Respondents	felt	overwhelmed	attempting	

to	 meet	 the	 demands	 of	 clock	 time	 and	 family	 obligations.	 Many	 noted	 that	

devoting	 too	 much	 effort	 to	 the	 requirements	 of	 clock	 time	 could	 provoke	

negative	 judgemental	 reactions	 from	 their	 Indigenous	 family	members	 for	 not	

devoting	 enough	 time	 for	 them.	 For	 respondents,	 maintaining	 social	
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relationships	 was	 a	 primary	 goal	 that	 directed	 the	 know-how	 they	 used	 to	

measure	time.		

	

7.3	Implications	for	theory	and	policy	
	
	
	

7.3.1	The	impact	of	shame	and	shamejob	on	policy	effectiveness	
	

	

A	 key	 finding	 from	 the	 research	 is	 that	 the	 differences	 in	 metis	 knowledges	

evoke	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob.	 This	 can	 negatively	 affect	 Indigenous	

jobseekers’	 entry,	 re-entry	 and	 ongoing	 participation	 in	 the	 labour	 market.	

Indigenous	 employment	policy	 aims	 to	 incorporate	 Indigenous	 jobseekers	 into	

the	 mainstream	 market-based	 economy	 by	 imparting	 certain	 know-how	 and	

abilities	 in	 the	 form	 of	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 It	 attempts	 to	 alter	

abilities	 through	 skills	 transfer	 in	 order	 to	 influence	 the	 choices	 they	 make.	

However,	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 instead	 causes	 Indigenous	 people	 to	

feel	shame	when	they	are	obligated	to	participate	 in	activities	or	environments	

in	which	they	feel	at	a	loss	for	what	to	do.		

	

Diverse	 values	 affect	 skills	 transfer	 because	 societal	 values	 inform	 particular	

forms	of	know-how,	which	enable	social	action	and	competent	participation	in	a	

community	of	practice.	The	concept	of	metis	knowledge	reveals	the	centrality	of	

know-how	to	social	action	and	 interaction	and	recognises	 that	values,	meaning	

making	and	 interpretation	are	a	 fundamental	part	of	 this.	 It	 also	highlights	 the	
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mechanisms	 and	 conditions	 that	 enable	 competent	 conduct	 and	 the	 structural	

and	institutional	factors	that	influence	this.	

	

There	 are	 two	 implications	 for	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	 arising	 from	 this.	 First,	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 undermine	 the	

effectiveness	of	skills	transfer	as	a	strategy	for	increasing	levels	of	employment,	

contributing	 to	 Indigenous	 people’s	 status	 as	 marginalised	 workers.	 Second,	

instrumental	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 disempowering,	 causing	

feelings	of	shame	and	shamejob.	It	forces	individuals	to	choose	particular	values	

and	fails	to	properly	facilitate	autonomy	and	meaningful	choices	about	the	kinds	

of	value	that	they	wish	to	pursue	in	terms	of	employment.		

	

7.3.2	‘Too	shame	to	fail’:	Institutionally	generated	shamejob	

	

The	 predominance	 of	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 in	 relation	 to	work	 and	

employment	 is	 a	 significant	 finding	 from	 the	 interview	 data.	 Being	 confronted	

with	 different	 workplace	 situations	 defined	 by	 incommensurable	 values	 and	

expectations	generates	a	lack	of	confidence	that	results	in	an	inability	to	interact	

properly	 in	 particular	 contexts.	 Feelings	 of	 shame	 were	 most	 commonly	

expressed	 in	 relation	 to	 interaction	with	non-Indigenous	 co-workers	or	bosses	

and	 a	 lack	 of	 confidence	 in	 communicating	with	 them.	 Respondents	 also	 often	

cited	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 as	 a	 contributing	 factor	 towards	 lower	 levels	 of	

Indigenous	employment.	Previous	studies	have	focused	on	shame	and	shamejob	

in	 the	 classroom	 (Harkins,	 1990;	 Wierzbicka,	 1999)	 or	 in	 more	 generalised,	
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remote	‘traditional’	contexts	(Myers,	1986).	The	findings	presented	above	reveal	

shame	and	shamejob	to	be	prevalent	in	mainstream	impersonal	institutions	such	

as	 the	 workplace,	 in	 response	 to	 the	 imposition	 of	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge.		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 predicated	 on	 transferring	 work-readiness	

metis	knowledge	to	solve	the	‘problem’	of	unemployment.	However,	these	skills	

were	not	easily	accessible	or	attainable	for	respondents.	That	 is,	 the	conditions	

for	 transferring	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 were	 not	 favourable	 or	

sympathetic,	 and	 instead	 have	 the	 effect	 of	 excluding	 those	who	 do	 not	 agree	

with	 the	 values	 of	 assessment.	 Respondents	 felt	 shame	 in	 response	 to	 not	

knowing	what	 to	do	 in	 situations	 that	 they	were	obliged	 to	participate	 in.	This	

often	caused	a	lack	of	confidence,	leading	to	withdrawal.	

	

‘Institutionally	generated	shamejob’	is	a	phrase	to	describe	the	process	by	which	

Indigenous	employment	policy	work-readiness	 initiatives	unintentionally	cause	

emotional	 responses	 that	 respondents	 describe	 as	 shame	 and	 shamejob.	 The	

phrase	describes	how	individuals	who	are	obligated	to	participate	 in	particular	

activities	 or	 environments	 experience	 negative	 self-conscious	 emotions,	 linked	

to	shame.	Negative	self-conscious	emotions	have	the	effect	of	creating	a	state	of	

self-devaluation,	which	 causes	withdrawal	 and	passivity	 in	 relation	 to	working	

and	 finding	 work.	 Respondent	 Cassandra	 articulated	 this	 in	 relation	 to	 how	

many	Indigenous	people	feel	while	searching	for	work:	‘they	don’t	understand	to	

have	that	drive,	to	 just	keep	going.	So	once	we	fail,	 that’s	 it,	“I	don’t	want	to	do	
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them	again.”	Too	shame	job	to	fail…	Because	you	don’t	understand	what	you’re	

doing,	and	that	you’re	getting	it	wrong’.	Cassandra	explains	how	individuals	are	

made	to	become	self-aware	of	their	own	perceived	inadequacies.	The	acute	self-

awareness	of	not	knowing	what	to	do	evokes	feelings	of	shame,	which	results	in	

a	lack	of	confidence	and	motivation.	

	

Shame	 implies	 the	 capacity	 for	 reflective	 self-awareness,	 which	 is	 forced	 onto	

individuals	 through	 the	 intersubjective	 judgemental	 attitudes	 of	 others.	 In	 this	

way	shame	 is	 also	a	moral	 emotion,	because	 the	 judgements	of	others	 instruct	

individuals	 to	 recognise	 where	 transgression	 of	 rules	 and	 norms	 lie.	 Work-

readiness	 discourse	 forces	 individuals	 to	 compare	 their	 behaviour	 with	 the	

internalised	norms	and	rules	of	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	and	respond	to	

the	 outcomes	 of	 this	 evaluation.	 Many	 respondents’	 self-evaluations	 produced	

feelings	of	shame	when	they	did	not	know	what	to	do,	or	felt	‘at	a	loss’	in	certain	

situations.	 Individuals	 are	 made	 to	 feel	 embarrassed,	 humiliated,	 diffident	 or	

mortified	 and	 self-defective.	 Institutionally-generated	 shamejob	 includes	

instances	 of	 aggravated	 diffidence	 caused	 by	 work-readiness	 discourse.	 Self-

evaluation	is	a	necessary	aspect	of	work-discourse,	as	it	aims	to	alter	individuals’	

behaviour	by	fostering	introspection	and	altering	behaviour	accordingly.	Further	

exacerbating	 structural	 negative	 self-evaluation	 is	 the	 experience	 of	 feeling	

shame	despite	disagreeing	with	the	values	of	assessment.		
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7.3.3	Metis	knowledge,	human	capital	and	the	role	of	societal	values		

	

	

The	engagement	between	Indigenous	people	and	the	Australian	state’s	systems,	

structures,	 concepts	 and	 values	 is	 not	 characterised	 by	 autonomous	 arenas	 of	

Indigenous	values	and	practices.	Instead	there	is	a	contested	intercultural	field	of	

transforming	and	transformed	practices	and	values	(Rowse,	2005:	215).	Settler-

state	understandings	of	self	and	knowledge	are	influenced	by	Aboriginality	and	

vice	versa	 (Lea,	2008:	7).	 Indigenous	employment	policy	 is	one	such	contested	

field,	 characterised	 by	 the	 interaction	 between	 the	 constitutive	 elements	 of	

know-how,	 values	 incommensurability,	 epistemological	 dissonance	 and	

institutionally-generated	shamejob.		

	

Possessing	particular	values,	know-how	and	abilities	can	influence	the	extent	to	

which	one	participates	in	the	mainstream	economy.	When	these	take	the	form	of	

work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge,	 they	 can	 exclude	 individuals	 from	

participating	 in	 employment	 on	 their	 own	 terms.	 Comparing	metis	 knowledge	

and	 the	 logic	 of	 human	 capital	 illustrates	 how	 know-how	 and	 knowledge	 are	

reliant	 on	 conditions	 defined	 by	 particular	 values	 for	 their	 transfer	 and	

enactment.	In	the	case	of	Indigenous	employment	policy,	the	conditions	in	which	

work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 transferred	 causes	 shame,	 shamejob	 and	

withdrawal	rather	than	participation.	

	

Respondents	 indicated	 that	 they	 encountered	 difficulties	 when	 attempting	 to	

reconcile	their	orientations	to	work	with	the	demands	of	work-readiness.	Policy	
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makers	 and	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 often	 embedded	 in	 different	 systems	 of	

cultural	 meanings,	 priorities	 and	 values,	 meaning	 they	 possess	 their	 own	

internally-defined	goals.	When	different	value	systems	interact	with	each	other,	

it	 raises	 questions	 relating	 to	 their	 comparability	 and	 compatibility.	 Values	

incommensurability	 refers	 to	 the	 way	 in	 which	 two	 or	 more	 abstract	 values	

stand	 in	 relation	 to	 one	 another.	 Two	 values, beliefs or ideals are 

incommensurable if neither one is better than the other, if they are of equal 

value, or	when	there	 is	a	 lack	of	a	common	measure	of	 the	two	(Mason,	2006).	

This	also	refers	to	bearers	of	values,	such	as	institutions	that	embody,	promote	

or	represent	certain	abstract	values.	The	incommensurability	of	values	is	also	a	

key	 feature	 of	 pluralism	 (Holmes,	 2000:	 7).	 Epistemological	 dissonance	 occurs	

where	knowledge	is	culturally	contingent	to	the	extent	that	it	makes	knowledge	

transmission	 and	 acquisition	 difficult	 to	 achieve.	 Values	 incommensurability	

contributes	 to	 epistemological	 dissonance,	 as	 well	 as	 institutionally	 generated	

shamejob	 because	 transmitting	 and	 acquiring	 skills	 and	 knowledge	 is	 partly	

dependent	on	possessing	shared	goals	and	values.		

	

Two	factors	demonstrate	the	impact	of	values	on	metis	knowledge.	This	includes	

the	 role	 of	 values	 on	 enacting	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 the	 conditions	 that	 are	

necessary	for	obtaining	it.	First,	metis	knowledge	is	goal-centred,	as	it	is	oriented	

towards	competently	functioning	in	any	given	environment.	Metis	knowledge	is	

a	 form	of	knowing	what	 to	do	 in	practice	 that	 is	evident	 from	people’s	various	

intentional	actions	(Hager,	2000:	281).	This	implies	that	one’s	aim	is	to	perform	

an	 action	 successfully.	 It	 consists	 of	more	 than	 just	 pieces	 of	 information	 and	

instead	involves	a	form	of	problem-solving	about	what	it	takes	to	be	successful	in	
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an	 endeavour	 and	what	 kinds	 of	 expertise	 are	 necessary	 for	 a	 given	 situation	

(Kiel,	2005:	149).	Goals	themselves	are	linked	to	broader	societal	values	defined	

by	particular	groups,	meaning	 that	metis	knowledge	 is	 in	some	way	 influenced	

by	values.	For	example,	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	–	encapsulated	 in	the	

notion	of	key	competencies	–	is	centred	on	the	goal	of	becoming	employable	and	

eventually	 employed.	 This	 goal	 itself	 is	 linked	 to	 and	 defined	 by	 broader	 non-

Indigenous	societal	values.	An	assumption	arising	 from	this	 is	 that	 the	goal	 for	

unemployed	Indigenous	people	is	to	leave	welfare	and	move	into	any	kind	of	job.	

Many	respondents	noted	 the	 importance	of	 education	 for	gaining	employment.	

However,	 their	aspirations	 for	employment	are	not	 just	 to	work	 in	any	kind	of	

job.	 For	 respondents,	 work	 was	 valued	 as	 much	 for	 generating	 meaningful	

relationships	as	for	the	wages	it	provided.		

	

Second,	metis	knowledge	as	a	form	of	know-how	presupposes	certain	underlying	

conditions	 for	 the	 manifestation	 of	 the	 ability	 to	 enact	 it.	 This	 includes	

developing	a	capacity	to	make	the	correct	 judgements	 in	particular	contexts	by	

understanding	 its	 particular	 features	 and	 responding	 appropriately.	 This	

includes	the	ethical	dimensions	of	a	situation,	in	which	the	aim	is	to	respond	to	a	

situation	 in	 a	 morally	 correct	 way.	 The	 extent	 to	 which	 individuals	 make	

judgements	 during	 the	 course	 of	 their	 work,	 for	 example,	 depends	 on	 the	

conditions	in	which	work	is	structured	and	organised.	Norms	and	values	arising	

from	cultural	contexts	are	key	factors	in	workplace	judgements,	as	social	forces	

influence	perceptions	of	and	responses	to	particular	situations	in	the	workplace	

(Hager,	2000:	289).		
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Exercising	metis	 knowledge	 depends	 on	 a	 community	 of	 others	 practising	 the	

same	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 holding	 the	 same	 values	 in	 order	 for	 it	 to	 be	

meaningful	 and	 enable	 competent	 interaction.	 Therefore,	 being	 able	 to	

participate	 in	 a	 community	 of	 practitioners	 requires	 being	 able	 to	 access	

favourable	conditions	to	develop	and	enact	requisite	know-how.	Kusterer	(1978:	

19)	 notes,	 for	 example,	 that	 control	 over	 the	 division	 of	 labour	 also	 enables	

control	over	access	to	learning	opportunities	in	the	workplace.	That	is,	access	to	

the	 conditions	 in	 which	 workers	 learn	 to	 practise	 correct	 judgements	 is	

influenced	by	the	way	work	is	structured.	Many	respondents	disagreed	with	the	

values	that	underwrite	participating	in	conditions	necessary	for	developing	and	

executing	 the	work-readiness	 know-how.	 Interview	 respondents	 responded	 to	

the	hierarchical	division	of	labour	–	represented	by	bosses	–	in	a	way	that	often	

led	 to	 disengagement.	 They	 opposed	 what	 they	 perceived	 to	 be	 an	 overly	

managerialist	 mode	 of	 organising	 tasks	 and	 disrespectful	 way	 of	 talking	 and	

relating	to	others.		

	

The	 Closing	 the	 Gap	 policy	 framework	 views	 skills	 and	 knowledge	 as	 central	

contributions	 to	 improving	 individuals’	 job	 prospects.	 That	 is,	 work-readiness	

metis	 knowledge	 is	 transferred	 and	 practised	 within	 a	 context	 defined	 by	 a	

human	 capital	 framework.	 This	 reasoning	 is	 central	 to	 the	 COAG	 National	

Partnership	 Agreement	 on	 Indigenous	 Economic	 Participation:	 ‘By	 requiring	

successful	 contractors	 of	 major	 projects	 to	 implement	 Indigenous	 training,	

employment	 and	 supplier	 strategies,	 jobs	 will	 be	 created	 for	 Indigenous	

Australians,	 the	 skills	 of	 Indigenous	 Australians	 will	 be	 developed…’.	 The	

centrality	 of	 human	 capital	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy’s	 strategy	 to	
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increase	employment	signifies	that	skills	are	utilitarian	in	an	economic	sense,	as	

they	 serve	 the	 need	 for	 improved	 productivity.	 ‘Capital’	 is	 used	 as	 an	 analogy,	

which	 suggests	 accessibility,	 where	 knowledge	 and	 skills	 are	 obtained,	

transferred	 and	 exchanged	 for	wages	 in	 an	 open	market.	 This	 also	 assumes	 a	

level	playing	field	for	those	who	follow	these	rules.	In	contrast,	metis	knowledge	

does	not	necessarily	assume	accessibility	because	its	acquisition	and	execution	is	

closely	 associated	 with	 practice.	 Access	 to	 the	 requisite	 conditions	 and	

experiences	 for	 practising	 and	 hence	 developing	 metis	 knowledge	 may	 be	

restricted.		

	

Indigenous	employment	policy	showcases	how	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	

is	 restricted	 to	 those	 who	 share	 similar	 values.	 Respondents	 were	 obliged	 to	

participate	 in	particular	 contexts	and	 learn	 the	 requisite	metis	knowledge.	The	

actions	 and	 statements	 of	 respondents	 in	 the	 form	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	

represent	rational	and	natural	responses	to	the	social	structural	features	of	their	

work	environments	defined	by	a	logic	of	human	capital.	An	implication	of	this	is	

that	 they	 did	 not	 accept	 the	 values	 informing	 the	 fundamental	 conditions	 for	

enacting	and	developing	work-readiness	metis	knowledge.		

	

7.3.4	The	role	of	shame	in	creating	marginalised	and	discouraged	Indigenous	
workers	
	

In	 areas	 such	 as	Darwin	where	 there	 are	 employment	 opportunities	 available,	

Indigenous	employment	policies	assume	that	unemployment	is	a	cause	of	either	

too	little	education	or	an	unwillingness	of	the	unemployed	to	find	or	accept	work	
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(Welters,	 2010:	 61).	 Voluntarily	 participating	 in	 training	 and	 employment	 is	 a	

key	 component	 of	 policy’s	 work-readiness	 strategy	 to	 overcome	 this.	 Shame	

affects	 the	 motivation	 of	 Indigenous	 job	 seekers,	 which	 means	 that	 it	 also	

impacts	 on	 policy’s	 effectiveness,	 which	 is	 measured	 in	 part	 by	 the	 ability	 or	

willingness	of	individuals	to	use	their	human	capital	and	skills	to	find	work.	That	

is,	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 creates	 marginalised,	 discouraged	 workers.	 The	

marginally	 attached	 are	 classified	 as	 unemployed	 and	 wanting	 work	 but	 not	

looking.	 They	 are	 also	 categorised	 as	 discouraged	 workers	 who	 give	 up	

searching	 due	 to	 the	 costs	 of	 finding	 work	 combined	 with	 the	 perceived	 low	

probability	of	succeeding	(Hunter	and	Gray,	2000:	113).		

	

Interview	 respondents’	 orientations	 to	 work	 and	 employment	 indicate	 a	

pervasive	 sentiment	 of	 dissatisfaction	 with	 mainstream	 notions	 of	 work,	 the	

workplace	 and	 work-life	 balance.	 The	 prevalence	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	

illuminates	a	significant	psychological	factor	and	outcome	of	this	dissatisfaction.	

Shame	 is	 linked	 to	 a	 lack	 of	 confidence,	 which	 respondents	 explained	 could	

present	a	significant	barrier	preventing	individuals	from	participating	in	training	

and	employment.	A	key	reason	for	this	is	that	lacking	confidence	can	elevate	to	

withdrawal	and	a	lack	of	motivation	and	resilience	to	persevere	into	the	future.	

Shyness	and	difficultly	communicating	with	non-Indigenous	co-workers	was	the	

most	 prominent	 example	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob.	 Respondents	 also	 reported	

similar	responses	to	participating	in	on-the-job	training.		

	

Indigenous	workers	who	are	marginalised	and	discouraged	as	a	result	of	feeling	

shame	 occupy	 a	 secondary	 labour	 market.	 Segmented	 labour	 market	 theory	
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proposes	that	the	labour	market	is	divided	between	a	primary	market	in	which	

workers	have	stable	employment	and	good	returns	on	their	human	capital,	while	

others	in	a	secondary	market	have	unstable,	low	skilled	jobs	and	poor	returns	on	

human	 capital	 (Stephens,	 2010:	 289).	 Socio-cultural	 and	 institutional	 factors	

such	 as	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 can	negatively	 affect	 Indigenous	workers’	 labour	

force	status	by	creating	marginalised	and	discouraged	workers.	This	means	that	

skills-acquisition	 may	 only	 have	 a	 limited	 role	 in	 improving	 employment	

outcomes	relative	to	other	groups	who	do	not	experience	shame	and	shamejob.		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 effectiveness	 depends	 on	 targeting	 incentives	

and	 resources	 appropriately	 to	 achieve	 good	 employment	 outcomes.	 This	

requires	understanding	the	motivations,	preferences	and	actions	of	 job	seekers	

in	addition	 to	 the	 institutional	 factors	 that	 impact	on	 them,	such	as	shame	and	

shamejob.	However,	 Indigenous	employment	policy	assumes	 that	 lower	wages,	

unstable	work	and	marginal	attachment	to	the	labour	force	are	results	of	lower	

productivity	 stemming	 from	 low	 levels	 of	 human	 capital	 endowment.	 For	

example,	 the	 critical	 discourse	 analysis	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

documents	 identified	 indirect	 pedagogy	 as	 an	 aspect	 of	 work-readiness	

discourse.	This	examined	how	the	government’s	role	is	represented	in	a	passive	

way	 in	 order	 to	 shift	 responsibility	 for	 learning	 onto	 Indigenous	 people.	 The	

notion	 of	 ‘incentives’	 illustrates	 this	 in	 the	 Economic	 Development	 Strategy	

2011–2018:	 ‘People	who	 can	work	 should	 have	 the	 opportunity	 to	 experience	

the	 social	 and	 financial	 benefits	 that	 come	 with	 employment.	 To	 achieve	 this,	

governments	need	to	provide	the	right	support	and	incentives’	(FaHCSIA,	2011).	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 predicated	 on	 making	 Indigenous	 people	
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responsible	 for	 their	 own	 employment.	 An	 implication	 of	 the	 use	 of	 the	 term	

‘incentives’	 is	 that	 gaining	 skills	 is	 the	primary	 factor	 that	 facilitates	 becoming	

employed.	 However,	 policy’s	 strategy	 of	 improving	 employment	 outcomes	 by	

increasing	skills	 through	incentives	 is	undermined	when	factors	such	as	shame	

are	not	considered.	Shame	and	shamejob	interfere	with	individuals’	willingness	

to	engage	in	skills	transfer	by	inhibiting	motivation	and	confidence.		

	
	

7.3.5	Work-readiness	values	monism,	shame	and	disempowerment		
	

The	values	monism	 imposed	by	work-readiness	discourse	 forces	 individuals	 to	

choose	between	 incompatible	 forms	of	metis	 knowledge	 and	 values.	 This	 does	

not	 facilitate	 autonomy	 or	 choice	 and	 is	 instead	 disempowering,	 leading	 to	

feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 and	 withdrawal	 rather	 than	 engagement	 in	

employment	opportunities.	 Indigenous	employment	policy	attempts	 to	prepare	

individuals	 for	 work	 by	 transforming	 their	 identity	 from	 unemployable	 to	

employable.	This	is	a	prominent	theme	in	work-readiness	discourse,	seen	in	the	

prevalence	 of	 biographical	 stories	 of	 individuals’	 positive	 mental	 and	 social	

change	 from	 unemployed	 to	 employed.	 In	 addition,	 policy	 portrays	 work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 as	 the	 only	 legitimate	 form	 of	 knowledge.	 An	

implication	of	 this	 is	accepting	different	norms	and	values	 that	are	 in	 line	with	

the	 workplace	 (Guenther	 et	 al.,	 2011:	 86).	 Changing	 behaviour	 and	 people’s	

identities	 in	 line	with	 the	needs	of	work-readiness	requires	building	 individual	

capabilities	 to	make	 decisions,	 rather	 than	 just	 vocational	 skills.	 Opportunities	

and	information	about	them	needs	to	be	available	in	order	for	people	to	be	able	

to	 make	 decisions.	 Facilitating	 autonomy	 and	 choice	 holds	 that	 having	 more	
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skills	and	knowledge	in	the	workplace	provides	people	with	the	opportunity	to	

find	 rewarding	 work	 and	 the	 ability	 to	 judge	 the	 importance	 of	 work	 for	

themselves	 (Brighouse,	 2006:	 30).	 This	 can	 mean	 being	 able	 to	 form,	 revise,	

situate,	frame,	reflect	critically	on	and	rationally	pursue	a	particular	conception	

of	the	good	life	or	a	form	of	value	(Reidy,	2001:	604;	Kymlicka,	1995:	84).		

	

Instrumental	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	requires	the	skills	of	rational	self-

reflection	and	comparison	 in	order	 for	 individuals	 to	distance	 themselves	 from	

their	 socialising	 processes,	 values	 and	 emotions	 to	 adapt	 to	 an	 impersonal	

setting.	 However,	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 does	 not	 ensure	 the	 social	

conditions	necessary	for	citizens	to	have	a	meaningful	opportunity	to	lead	a	good	

life	by	facilitating	autonomy	and	individual	choice.	Instead,	work-readiness	metis	

knowledge	 is	 transferred	 and	 acquired	 through	 an	 institutional	 environment	

that	 supports	 the	 individualistic	 ontology	 of	 an	 active	 citizen	 by	 focusing	 on	

teaching	 atomistic	 disaggregated	 skills	 and	 knowledges,	 encompassed	 in	 the	

notion	of	competencies.		

	

Competencies	 are	 contextual,	 meaning	 they	 are	 taught	 as	 disaggregated	

fragments	of	vocational	and	procedural	knowledge	that	are	intended	to	be	used	

in	 particular	 contexts,	 rather	 than	 across	 contexts.	 That	 is,	 it	 is	 not	 generative	

knowledge	that	leads	to	an	ability	to	compare	to	other	value	systems	and	to	form	

a	 conceptualisation	 of	 what	 a	 good	 life	 entails.	 For	 example,	 work-readiness	

discourse	 promotes	 only	 one	 option	 for	 what	 wellbeing	 and	 the	 values	

associated	with	a	good	life	looks	like,	namely	material	gain	from	employment,	an	
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emphasis	 on	 linear	 career	 progression	 and	 individual	 consumption	 and	

accumulation.		

	

Indigenous	employment	policies	and	practices	have	an	assimilative	effect	in	this	

regard,	 by	 channelling	 Indigenous	 people	 into	 a	 singular,	 comprehensive	 and	

individualistic	moral	outlook	according	to	particular	values	(Kymlicka,	1995:	83;	

Reidy,	 2001:	 585).	 Instrumental	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 focuses	 on	

productivity	 rather	 than	 wellbeing	 or	 values	 per	 se,	 as	 it	 is	 aligned	 with	 the	

needs	of	employers.	Howard-Wagner	(2012:	6)	explains	that	this	acts	as	a	mode	

of	disempowerment	as	 they	 ‘limit	both	Aboriginal	peoples’	access	 to	 their	own	

symbolic,	social,	cultural,	economic	and	political	capital,	as	well	as	their	ability	to	

identify	 and	 address	 their	 own	 problems	 in	 accordance	 with	 their	 own	

epistemological	and	ontological	notions	of	success	and	wellbeing’.	Consequently,	

the	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 does	 not	 give	 Indigenous	 people	 the	

opportunities	 to	make	decisions	 according	 to	 their	understanding	of	work	and	

the	values	they	hold	in	relation	to	their	sense	of	wellbeing.		

	

By	being	denied	meaningful	choice,	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	embedded	

within	 competencies	 can	 create	marginalised	workers.	 Indigenous	 job	 seekers	

can	 be	 forced	 to	 choose	 between	 their	 own	 values	 and	 knowledge	 and	 those	

presented	by	policy.	An	outcome	of	this	is	discouragement	in	the	form	of	shame	

and	shamejob.	Respondent	Frank	articulated	this	dilemma	and	its	consequences	

when	 discussing	 the	 difficulty	 his	 grandchildren	 face	 attempting	 to	 find	 work	

and	 balance	 two	 competing	 demands,	 values	 and	 expectation	 arising	 from	

cultural	differences:	 ‘Maybe	they	will	be	too	ashamed	to	go	and	talk	to	white	fella,	
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like	Balanda…	Like	well	maybe	they	ask	themselves	they	say,	how	am	I	going	to	get	

a	job,	who	am	I	going	to	speak	to?	Someone	on	the	right	hand	or	a	left	hand?	You	

know,	which	one,	 left	or	right’.	 Frank’s	 use	 of	 the	 expression	 ‘right	 hand	 or	 left	

hand’	 represents	 what	 he	 sees	 as	 two	 diametrically-opposed	 sets	 of	 options	

presented	 to	 his	 grandchildren.	 Individuals	 can	have	 one	 or	 the	 other,	 but	 not	

both.	These	demands	create	the	conditions	for	feelings	of	shame	and	shamejob,	

and	ultimately	withdrawal,	discouragement	and	marginalisation,	contrary	to	the	

aims	of	Indigenous	employment	policy.		

	

The	 experiences	 of	 all	 Indigenous	 Australians	 are	 not	 homogenous.	 The	 views	

expressed	 by	 interview	 respondents	 were	 not	 uniform,	 with	 some	 who	

expressed	values	and	understandings	of	work	 that	aligned	with	policy.	That	 is,	

urban	Indigenous	populations	are	not	homogenous	and	have	varying	economic	

characteristics	(Smith,	1995:	13).	The	diversity	of	perspectives	is	reminiscent	of	

Nakata’s	(2007:	191)	claim	that	 interconnected	discourses,	social	practices	and	

knowledges	influence	orientations	to	work,	which	are	not	clearly	Indigenous	or	

western.		

	

Some	 respondents	 did	 express	 an	 understanding	 of	 work	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 linear	

career	progression	and	aspired	to	improve	their	material	wellbeing.	Biddle	et	al.	

(2014)	 also	 show	 that	 those	 in	 the	 Indigenous	 population	 who	 participate	 in	

training	 or	 apprenticeships	 report	 higher	 levels	 of	 subjective	 measures	 of	

wellbeing.	 Many	 respondents	 also	 reproduced	 the	 discourse	 of	 self-blame,	

explaining	 unemployment	 as	 a	 failing	 of	 the	 individual	 to	 act	 properly.	 Others	

rejected	 the	 imposition	 of	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 without	
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experiencing	 shame	 or	 shamejob.	 That	 is,	 values	 incommensurability	 and	

epistemological	dissonance	are	independent	factors	that	do	not	necessarily	lead	

to	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob.	 Cultural	 values,	 orientations	 to	 work	 and	

their	 impact	 on	 participation	 in	 work	 are	 well-documented	 (Arthur,	 1999;	

Austin-Broos,	 2006;	 McRae-Williams	 and	 Gerritsen,	 2010;	 Martin,	 1995).	

However,	 the	 prevalence	 of	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 in	 the	 interview	

material	suggests	it	is	a	significant	outcome	of	the	impact	of	cultural	differences	

and	orientations	to	work.	This	in	turn	makes	shame	and	shamejob	a	significant	

factor	for	explaining	high	levels	of	marginal	attachment	to	the	workforce.		

	

	

7.4	Theoretical	implications	
	

	

A	key	theoretical	finding	is	that	metis	knowledge	is	multidimensional,	meaning	it	

operates	 as	 both	 a	 form	of	 resistance	 as	well	 as	 a	 technology	of	 governmental	

control.	 When	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 imposed	 by	 the	 Australian	

state	 through	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 it	 becomes	 a	 form	 of	 neoliberal	

governmental	 control,	 which	 can	 result	 in	 shame	 and	 shamejob.	 Indigenous	

metis	knowledge	also	resists	the	imposition	of	work-readiness	metis	knowledge.		

	

Multidimensional	 metis	 knowledge	 can	 also	 explain	 governance	 outcomes	 in	

relation	to	Indigenous	employment	policy.	Specifically,	it	limits	the	effectiveness	

of	 governance	 in	 several	 ways.	 First,	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 interrupt	 self-

governing	 interaction,	 which	 is	 a	 key	 functional	 component	 of	 neoliberal	
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governance.	Second,	the	incentives	policy	promotes	to	encourage	individuals	to	

behave	according	 to	work-readiness	norms	do	not	have	 the	power	 to	motivate	

people	 to	 action.	 Third,	 it	 can	 extend	 disadvantage	 by	 causing	 hermeneutic	

injustice,	thus	causing	the	opposite	effect	to	what	is	intended	(Fricker,	2007).		

	

7.4.1	Multi-dimensional	metis	knowledge	
	

I	 draw	 on	 Scott’s	 conceptualisation	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 as	 intractable	 to	

illustrate	 how	 neoliberal	 forms	 of	 governance	 are	 inherently	 limited	 in	 their	

ability	to	cause	behavioural	change.	Scott	(1998:	335)	portrays	metis	knowledge	

as	subverting	the	state’s	enforcement	of	simplified	technical	forms	of	knowledge	

or	 ‘techne’.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 an	 example	 of	 imposed	

simplification	 and	 standardisation	 to	 create	 uniformity	 required	 for	 legibility	

and	administrative	control.	However,	Scott	presents	a	one-dimensional	view	of	

the	 effects	 of	metis	 knowledge,	 in	which	metis	 knowledge	 resists	 the	 forces	 of	

state-imposed	 simplifications	and	 ‘techne’.	 Scott	 acknowledges	 the	necessity	of	

local	forms	of	metis	knowledge	for	systems	of	social	control,	but	does	not	focus	

on	how	these	become	politically	sanctioned	or	enforced	as	a	mode	of	control	in	

addition	to	forms	of	‘techne’.	My	analysis	of	policy	documents	and	interview	data	

indicates	 that	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 contains	 and	 espouses	 a	 work-

readiness	 discourse.	 This	 suggests	 that	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	

politically	 sanctioned	 which	 can	 be	 imposed	 and	 used	 as	 a	 tool	 for	 coercion,	

rather	 than	 simply	 a	 means	 for	 resistance.	 That	 is,	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 multi-

dimensional	 in	 its	 effects	 and	 its	 uses	 for	 enacting	 power	 relations.	 It	 both	

undermines	overarching	modes	of	control	and	is	also	used	to	enact	them.		



	
	

334	

	

For	example,	 the	Australian	state	attempts	 to	constitute	 Indigenous	subjects	as	

the	 objects	 of	 governmental	 control.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 contains	 a	

work-readiness	discourse	that	outlines	what	legitimate	metis	knowledge	is,	how	

it	 can	 be	 learned	 and	 who	 is	 recognised	 as	 possessing	 it.	 An	 effect	 of	 this	

discourse	 is	 to	define	what	 is	 considered	 to	be	 true	and	of	 value	and	establish	

work-readiness	metis	 knowledge	 as	 politically	 sanctioned.	 The	neoliberal	 logic	

informing	 this	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 categorising	 Indigenous	 people	 as	 incapable	 of	

exercising	their	freedom	responsibly	(Lawrence,	2005;	Strakosch,	2015).	Work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 (in	 the	 form	 of	 competencies)	 is	 used	 as	 a	 scale	

against	which	Indigenous	people	are	implicitly	constructed	as	deficient.		

	

Indigenous	 people	 are	 governed	 according	 to	 the	 presumption	 that	 metis	

knowledge	 can	 be	 transferred	 unproblematically.	 However,	 in	 practice	 this	 is	

difficult	to	achieve.	Where	Indigenous	people	are	proclaimed	to	fail	at	becoming	

work-ready,	 their	 inability	 or	 incapacity	 is	 deemed	 to	 be	 the	 cause	 of	 failure,	

rather	 than	 the	 programs	 themselves.	 Authoritarian	 modes	 of	 governing	 are	

justified	in	order	to	address	this	deficiency,	 indicating	an	underlying	circularity	

to	the	logic	of	neoliberal	governance	(Strakosch,	2015:	147).	Incapable	subjects	

need	 to	 become	 work-ready	 enough	 to	 be	 governed	 through	 their	 freedom.	

However,	the	system	that	is	supposed	to	deliver	this	does	not	acknowledge	the	

difficulty	 in	 transferring	metis	knowledge	and	transfers	blame	to	 the	targets	of	

policy.		
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Alternatively,	 respondents	 also	 continue	 to	 enact	 their	 own	 form	 of	 metis	

knowledge	 in	 the	 face	 of	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 imposed	 by	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy.	 Interview	 data	 reveals	 that	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	facilitates	continued	social	interaction	and	produces	particular	forms	

of	value,	such	as	bonding	social	capital,	often	at	odds	with	the	values	and	goals	of	

work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 Many	 respondents	 participated	 in	 networks	

that	 support	 using	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge.	 This	 implies	 that	 there	 is	 a	

community	 of	 people	 who	 share	 the	 same	 metis	 knowledge	 that	 supports	 its	

continued	 use,	 which	 could	 further	 reduce	 the	 necessity	 or	 appeal	 of	 learning	

work-readiness	metis	knowledge.	That	is,	an	Indigenous	formal	order	defined	by	

its	own	metis	knowledge	continues	 to	exist	and	 facilitate	continued	 interaction	

amongst	those	who	participate	within	it.		

	

The	 multidimensional	 nature	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 has	 implications	 for	 how	 it	

operates	in	pluralistic	liberal	democratic	contexts	in	which	enabling	individuals	

to	enact	certain	abilities	is	a	key	mode	of	rule.	Scott	argues	that	the	logic	behind	

the	 erasure	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 simplification	 and	 legibility	 in	 pursuit	 of	

control	 and	 appropriation	 (Scott,	 1998:	 335).	 Li	 (2005:	 384)	 argues	 that	 Scott	

frames	his	discussion	in	terms	of	binary	categories	such	as	power–resistance	or	

state–society	that	overlook	other	aspects	of	the	effects	of	simplifying	schemes.	Li	

(2005)	 proposes	 a	 more	 complex	 rendering	 of	 the	 relationship	 between	

simplification	 and	 control	 by	 examining	 the	 range	 of	 contexts	 in	 which	 metis	

knowledge	 is	 nurtured	 both	within	 and	 beyond	 state	 apparatuses.	 In	 contexts	

defined	by	liberal	governance,	government	sets	conditions	in	which	people	will	

be	 inclined	 to	 behave	 a	 certain	 way	 without	 using	 coercion	 (Li,	 2005:	 387).	
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Indigenous	employment	policy	attempts	to	do	this	through	knowledge	transfer,	

in	which	case	multidimensional	metis	knowledge	is	not	the	diametrical	opposite	

of	power	but	 is	 also	 interlinked	within	 it.	 This	has	 implications	 for	 the	 limited	

effectiveness	of	governance	arrangements,	which	are	outlined	below.		

	

7.4.2	Impeding	the	operation	of	governance	through	self-regulating	interaction	
	

The	comparison	of	findings	from	both	the	interview	data	and	policy	documents	

suggests	that	transferring	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	does	not	necessarily	

create	 work-ready	 subjects	 and	 instead	 provokes	 feelings	 of	 shame	 and	

shamejob.	 A	 key	 aspect	 of	 shame	 and	 shame	 job	 is	 that	 it	 impedes	 effective	

interpersonal	 interaction.	 This	 is	 an	 aspect	 of	 neoliberal	 governance,	 which	 is	

predicated	 on	 enabling	 new	 forms	 of	 conduct	 through	 fostering	 the	 self-

regulating	 interaction.	 A	 consequence	 of	 this	 is	 that	 governing	 individuals	

through	self-regulation	interaction	according	to	work-readiness	norms	becomes	

difficult	to	achieve.		

	

Work-readiness	 discourse	 and	 pedagogic	 authority	 rely	 on	 the	 ability	 to	 teach	

particular	 capacities	 and	 the	willingness	 of	 its	 subjects	 to	 learn	 them.	 That	 is,	

knowledge	transfer	is	a	technology	of	government.	According	to	the	logic	of	rule	

in	 the	 modern	 liberal	 democratic	 context,	 society	 is	 understood	 to	 possess	

inherent	 processes	 and	 forces,	 meaning	 the	 state’s	 interventions	 need	 to	 be	

limited	 to	 ensure	 the	 efficient	 rule	 and	 functioning	 of	 society	 so	 that	 it	 can	

govern	itself	(Hindess,	1993:	302).	Those	deemed	capable	or	responsible	enough	

are	 governed	 through	 interactions	 with	 others,	 which	 encourages	 appropriate	
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behaviour	 in	 a	 free,	 self-regulating	market	 context,	 removing	 the	 need	 for	 the	

state	to	govern	them	(Helliwell	and	Hindess,	2002:	11).	Neoliberalism	governs	in	

this	 way	 by	 creating	 artificially	 arranged	 or	 contrived	 forms	 of	 free	

entrepreneurial	 and	 competitive	 conduct	 of	 economically-rational	 individuals	

(Burchell,	 1993:	 271).	 That	 is,	 the	 market	 (comprised	 of	 work-ready,	 active	

citizens)	 sets	 the	 limits	 of	 government,	 which	 cannot	 know	 everything	 and	

therefore	needs	 to	allow	the	market	 to	 function	by	 itself	 (Burchell,	1993:	272).	

Therefore,	self-regulation	through	interaction	is	a	key	mechanism	used	to	create	

governable,	work-ready	subjects.		

	

Many	studies	of	neoliberal	governance	in	the	Australian	Indigenous	context	have	

focused	on	the	coercive	 form	it	 takes	(for	example,	Strakosch,	2015;	McCallum,	

2011;	 Altman,	 2009;	 Howard-Wager,	 2012).	 Governing	 can	 also	 be	 seen	 to	

operate	both	through	freedom	(enabling	self-regulating	interaction	through	the	

free	market)	 and	 coercion	 (denying	meaningful	 choice	 to	 alter	 behaviour	 and	

negative	 incentives).	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 displays	 both	 of	 these	

elements	 of	 governance	 when	 understood	 in	 terms	 of	 metis	 knowledge.	 For	

example,	 the	 Australian	 state	 judges	 Indigenous	 people	 as	 unable	 to	 govern	

themselves	 and	 	 therefore	 classified	 as	 requiring	 more	 coercive	 forms	 of	

governing.	 However,	 work-readiness	 discourse	 is	 a	 central	 mechanism	 that	

promotes	 pedagogic	 authority.	 That	 is,	 it	 is	 neither	 purely	 incentivising	 nor	

purely	coercive.	Metis	knowledge	highlights	an	in-between	space	in	the	process	

of	 governing	 plural	 liberal	 democratic	 societies.	 Between	 being	 governed	

through	the	promotion	of	self-governance	and	through	coercion	lies	a	dynamic	of	

pedagogic	authority,	which	presupposes	the	acquisition	of	metis	knowledge.		
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A	 limitation	 of	 governance	 can	 be	 located	 where	 subjects	 do	 not	 realise	

themselves	 in	 terms	of	 the	 capacities	 attributed	 to	 them	by	 the	 state.	This	 can	

occur	when	 subjects	 are	 not	 convinced	 that	 they	 should	 alter	 their	 values	 and	

desires.	However,	 the	 limitations	of	governance	go	beyond	this	 to	the	technical	

means	available	 to	 it.	Governmentality	 is	a	programmatic	 form	of	analysis	as	 it	

aims	to	expose	the	technologies	of	liberal	strategies	of	rule	and	how	they	achieve	

their	effects	(O’Malley,	1998:	156).	An	implication	of	this	kind	of	analysis	is	that	

government	can	be	understood	as	a	practical	exercise	rather	than	a	reflection	of	

the	 art	 of	 rule.	 If	 power	 is	 conceived	 as	 a	 set	 of	 universally	 applicable	

technologies,	this	can	ignore	how	other	patterns	of	rule,	such	as	the	imposition	of	

work-readiness	metis	knowledge	and	shame,	affect	neoliberal	governance.	That	

is,	 metis	 knowledge	 opens	 up	 a	 consideration	 of	 how	 different	 knowledge	

systems	 interact	 and	 the	 implications	 of	 this	 for	 governing	 in	 plural	 liberal	

democratic	contexts.		

	

Transforming	people’s	identities	in	line	with	the	needs	of	employment	is	limited	

by	 the	 methods	 or	 technologies	 used.	 Technologies	 can	 include	 knowledges,	

concepts	and	ideas	that	are	used	to	accomplish	the	aims	of	a	particular	discourse	

and	are	the	means	through	which	policies	are	manifested	(Henman,	2006:	209).	

For	example,	competency-based	frameworks	used	to	create	work-ready	subjects	

are	 a	 particular	 technology	 constrained	 by	 difficulties	 relating	 to	 values	

incommensurability	and	epistemological	dissonance.	Pedagogical	authority	uses	

technical	means	such	as	this	to	govern	in	the	form	of	work-readiness	programs.	
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Work-readiness	cannot	easily	accommodate	metis	knowledge,	which	it	attempts	

to	impose	in	a	standard	form,	despite	its	contingent	and	contextual	nature.		

	

Interview	data	suggests	that	the	imposition	of	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	

causes	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 instead	 of	 enabling	 and	 supporting	 individuals	 to	

become	self-regulating	work-ready	subjects.	Shame	and	shamejob	are	revealing,	

as	they	are	emotions	that	are	a	medium	of	interpersonal	relations.	These	feelings	

point	 to	 the	 effects	 that	 a	 mismatched	 set	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 has	 on	

interpersonal	interaction	by	inhibiting	competent	interaction.	The	most	common	

example	of	 this	was	respondents	experiencing	or	witnessing	others’	 reluctance	

to	communicate	with	non-Indigenous	co-workers	or	bosses	due	to	shyness	and	

shame.	 If	 individuals	 cannot	 or	 do	 not	 wish	 to	 participate	 in	 interpersonal	

interactions	mandated	by	the	state,	this	indicates	that	people	cannot	necessarily	

be	 governed	 through	 self-regulating	 interaction.	 Knowledge	 transfer	 through	

formal	pedagogical	means	cannot	attribute	the	multiple	and	complex	capacities	

needed	 for	metis	knowledge.	Therefore,	metis	knowledge	constitutes	a	 limit	of	

what	it	is	possible	for	government	to	inculcate.	

	

7.4.3	Undermining	policy	incentives		
	

A	 consequence	 of	 multidimensional	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 a	 mismatch	 between	

policy	 incentives	and	 the	motivations	 that	drive	policy	 targets	 to	action.	Policy	

demands	conformity	to	work	as	an	impersonal	and	individualistic	institution	by	

creating	 disincentives	 against	 remaining	 unemployed,	 usually	 by	 withholding	

welfare	payments.	However,	the	incompatibility	between	the	relational	ontology	
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inherent	 within	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 western	 notions	 of	

individualism	 intrinsic	 to	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 restricts	 the	

effectiveness	 of	 this.	 The	 commitment	 to	 egalitarianism	 through	 circulation	 of	

goods	 means	 that	 the	 threat	 of	 not	 having	 an	 income	 is	 reduced,	 due	 to	 the	

support	provided	by	kinship	networks.		

	

Individualism	 holds	 that	 detached	 individuals	 are	 capable	 of	 impersonal	

engagement	 with	 others	 outside	 of	 kinship	 obligations	 (Tonkinson	 and	

Tonkinson,	 2010:	 72).	 However,	 according	 to	 relational	modes	 of	 personhood,	

dependence	on	others	by	receiving	circulated	goods	is	compatible	with	personal	

autonomy	 because	 relatedness	 is	 an	 important	 component	 of	 the	 autonomous	

self	 (Tonkinson	 and	Tonkinson,	 2010:	 69).	 This	 differs	 to	 the	western	 view	 of	

autonomy,	 where	 individuals	 are	 understood	 to	 be	 independent	 of	 others.	

Interview	 respondents’	 eschewal	 of	 conspicuous	 consumption	 indicates	 lower	

levels	 of	 consumer	 dependency.	 That	 is,	 Indigenous	 people	 are	 prepared	 to	

relinquish	the	material	benefits	of	work	if	they	consider	the	trade-offs	to	not	be	

worthwhile	 (Peterson,	 2010:	 254).	 Interview	 respondents	 expressed	 similar	

sentiments	 in	 relation	 to	 work	 and	 employment.	 Some	 respondents	 were	

prepared	 to	go	without	 an	 income	 if	working	 conditions	did	not	 accommodate	

their	 values	 or	 needs.	 Respondents	 also	 mentioned	 that	 this	 was	 a	 common	

sentiment	amongst	other	Indigenous	people	they	knew,	who	could	also	rely	on	

family	support	if	they	needed	it.	
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7.4.4	The	role	of	metis	knowledge	in	governance	and	hermeneutic	injustice		
	

Multidimensional	 metis	 knowledge	 has	 further	 implications	 for	 Indigenous	

employment	policy	as	a	form	of	governance.	Scott	(1998)	indicates	that	access	to	

the	 experience	 and	 practice	 necessary	 for	 acquiring	 metis	 knowledge	 may	 be	

restricted.	 The	 availability	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 others	 depends	 on	 societal	

social	 structures	 and	 the	 advantages	 that	 a	 monopoly	 in	 some	 forms	 of	

knowledge	can	offer	(Scott,	1998:	334).	Indigenous	employment	policy	attempts	

to	 enable	 access	 to	 these	 kinds	 of	 necessary	 experiences,	 but	 instead	 often	

causes	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 and	 its	 attendant	 disengagement	 and	

marginalisation.			

	

To	explain	how	epistemic	dissonance	can	cause	disadvantage	I	make	recourse	to	

Fricker’s	 (2007)	 concept	 of	 hermeneutic	 injustice.	 Miranda	 Fricker	 is	 a	

philosopher	 specialising	 in	 feminist	 epistemology,	 who	 defines	 hermeneutic	

injustice	as	a	gap	in	collective	interpretive	or	hermeneutical	resources	that	puts	

someone	at	an	unfair	disadvantage	when	it	comes	to	making	sense	of	their	social	

experiences	 (Fricker,	 2007:	 1).	 Those	 who	 are	 hermeneutically	 marginalised	

participate	 unequally	 in	 the	 practices	 through	 which	 social	 meanings	 are	

generated	 (Fricker,	 2007:	 6). 3 	Epistemological	 dissonance	 causes	 work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 become	 unavailable.	 This	 means	 that	 some	

individuals	 are	 prevented	 from	 making	 sense	 of	 and	 being	 able	 to	 define	 an	

experience	 that	 is	 in	 their	 interests	 to	 render	 intelligible	 (Fricker,	 2007:	 148).	

																																																								
3	Hermeneutic	injustice	shares	similarities	with	the	concept	of	cultural	capital,	which	emphasises	
the	role	of	culture	as	a	material	force	in	the	reproduction	and	transmission	of	power	and	
privileges.	However,	I	draw	on	the	notion	of	hermeneutic	injustice	to	showcase	the	underlying	
partisanship	that	causes	these	divergent	cultural	meanings	to	result	in	poor	policy	outcomes.		
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This	puts	 those	 individuals	 in	 an	unequal	 relationship	with	 those	who	possess	

work-readiness	metis	knowledge	by	being	prevented	from	participating	on	equal	

terms	 with	 the	 practices	 by	 which	 collective	 social	 meanings	 are	 generated	

(Fricker,	2007:	155).	That	 is,	 Indigenous	 subjects	are	denied	 fair	opportunities	

for	education	and	to	qualify	 themselves	 for	 jobs,	 resulting	 in	poor	employment	

opportunities.		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy’s	 complicity	 in	 epistemological	 dissonance	 is	 a	

structural	 injustice,	 which	 contributes	 to	 disadvantage	 in	 addition	 to	

discrimination	 such	 as	 racism.	 The	 structural	 nature	 of	 hermeneutic	 injustice	

and	 epistemic	 dissonance	 mean	 that	 no	 single	 agent	 perpetuates	 it.	 Instead,	

instances	 of	 hermeneutic	 injustice	 arise	 in	 particular	 situations.	 Respondents	

had	difficulties	communicating	with	their	non-Indigenous	co-workers,	or	making	

themselves	intelligible,	when	there	was	an	absence	of	shared	meanings.	Arguing	

that	Indigenous	cultures	and	metis	knowledge	creates	a	different	kind	of	person	

from	one	wiling	to	participate	in	mainstream	work	can	lead	to	a	discourse	that	

characterises	 Indigenous	 and	mainstream	 culture	 as	 incompatible.	 However,	 I	

argue	 that	 high	 rates	 of	 unemployment	 are	 a	 failure	 of	 policy	 rather	 than	

unwillingness	 on	 behalf	 of	 individuals.	 Policy	 continues	 to	 promote	 work-

readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 continues	 to	 generate	 shamejob	 rather	 than	

build	confidence	and	improve	employment	outcomes.		
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7.5	Accommodating	Indigenous	models	of	employment	and	metis	
knowledge	
	

	

Marginal	 attachment	 to	 the	 labour	 market	 can	 arise	 from	 not	 having	 viable	

employment	 options	 that	 fit	 with	 one’s	 understandings	 of	 work.	 Policy	

effectiveness	is	also	limited	when	individuals’	ability	to	gain	access	to	and	benefit	

from	socio-cultural	norms	and	 institutions	 that	 aid	 entry	 into	 the	workforce	 is	

inhibited.	An	overarching	question	arising	from	the	ineffectiveness	of	policy	as	a	

form	of	governance	includes,	‘How	can	Indigenous	employment	policy	develop	a	

more	holistic	and	culturally	 respectful	approach	 to	enabling	 Indigenous	people	

to	 make	 choices	 about	 how	 they	 want	 to	 engage	 with	 mainstream	 Australian	

culture	 and	 its	 opportunities?’.	 An	 approach	 to	 employment	 that	 incorporates	

Indigenous	 understandings	 of	 work	 and	 employment	 into	 work-readiness	

strategies	offers	a	potential	alternative	to	the	current	focus	on	competencies	that	

support	 neoliberal	 values.	 Altering	 work-readiness	 strategies	 to	 align	 with	

Indigenous	 understandings	 and	 values	 of	work	 can	 better	motivate	 those	who	

want	to	work	to	find	and	retain	employment.	

	

Indigenous	employment	policy	and	 the	programs	enacting	 it	need	 to	 recognise	

the	impact	of	Indigenous	understandings	of	work	and	work	behaviours	that	may	

lead	 to	 different	 outcomes	 to	 those	 anticipated	 by	 government.	 Guenther	 et	 al	

(2011:	 88)	 note	 that	 high	 levels	 of	 churning	 through	 employment	 programs	

points	 to	 the	 need	 for	 different	 training	 approaches	 that	 are	more	 attuned	 to	

accommodating	 the	 notion	 of	 livelihoods.	 This	 recognises	 that	 work	 may	 be	

conceptualised	 as	 more	 than	 just	 a	 nine-to-five	 job.	 Here	 there	 is	 a	 need	 for	
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policy	to	consider	the	assumptions	about	urban	Indigenous	populations	in	light	

of	 research	 findings	 that	 demonstrate	 their	 socio-economic	 characteristics	 and	

heterogeneity.	There	are	two	central	conceptual	points	that	inform	this.		

	

First,	 recognising	 Indigenous	 people’s	 understandings	 of	 work	 requires	

acknowledging	value	incommensurability.	To	do	this,	there	is	a	need	to	embrace	

ambiguity	 rather	 than	 recourse	 to	 framing	 the	 problem	 of	 unemployment	 in	

terms	 of	 complexity.	 Complexity	 implies	 that	 there	 can	 be	 a	 simplified	

representation	of	 the	problem	 that	 leads	 to	 a	 solution,	which	 is	 a	 foundational	

principle	within	policy	making.	On	the	other	hand,	ambiguity	suggests	that	there	

is	 no	 definitive	 answer	 to	 the	 problem	 and	 implies	 the	 possibility	 of	 multiple	

interpretations	of	the	way	that	policy	problem	and	solution	are	conceived.	Giving	

precedence	to	ambiguity	over	complexity	may	not	be	very	functional	in	a	policy	

sense,	 as	 it	 denies	 the	 ability	 to	 simplify	 and	 therefore	 manage	 complex	

problems	 from	 a	 centralised	 position	 and	 have	 greater	 control	 over	 the	

definition	of	 its	solution	(Hajer	and	Laws,	2006).	Recognising	ambiguity	means	

relinquishing	 control	 over	 the	 way	 policy	 problems	 and	 solutions	 are	 defined	

and	 interpreted.	 In	 the	case	of	 Indigenous	employment	policy,	 this	 could	mean	

structuring	 work-readiness	 opportunities	 in	 such	 a	 way	 that	 they	 allow	

Indigenous	 people	more	 opportunity	 to	 define	 their	 own	 version	 of	work	 and	

wellbeing.	That	is,	participating	in	defining	problems	and	forming	solutions.	This	

could	 contribute	 to	 the	 overarching	 policy	 goal	 of	 creating	 productive	

employees,	for	whom	a	sense	of	worth,	vision	and	an	intrinsic	motivation	to	turn	

up	to	work	are	fundamental	(Guenther	et	al.,	2011:	89).	
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Indigenous	employment	outcomes	are	often	measured	statistically	according	to	

completion	rates,	pass	rates	and	post-course	employment	rates,	though	different	

understandings	of	work	make	it	difficult	to	quantify	successful	outcomes	(Miller,	

2005:	16).	Miller’s	(2005:	7)	review	of	research	on	aspects	of	training	that	meet	

Indigenous	 Australian’s	 aspirations	 includes	 personal	 outcomes	 such	 as	

improved	 self-confidence	 and	 self-esteem,	 improved	 communication	 skills	 and	

feelings	 of	 being	 respected	 by	 other	 in	 community.	 Overcoming	 shame	 by	

boosting	 confidence	 can	 be	 considered	 an	 important	 factor	 in	 facilitating	 such	

aspirations.	In	light	of	these	facts,	work-readiness	training	for	Indigenous	people	

should	be	holistic,	rather	than	being	measured	according	to	limited,	specific	and	

often	 decontextualised	 performance	 indicators	 (Miller,	 2005:	 22).	 Assessing	

competencies	 according	 to	 a	 more	 holistic	 conception	 of	 successful	 outcomes	

means	being	more	sympathetic	to	different	understandings	of	work	as	well	as	a	

diversity	 of	 world-views,	 aspirations,	 identities,	 values	 and	 circumstances	

(Howard-Wagner,	2012:	7).	This	might	 involve	 shifting	 from	assessment	based	

on	external	monitoring	to	self-reported	levels	of	wellbeing.	

	

Second,	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 predicated	 on	 facilitating	 individual	

autonomy	 to	 ensure	 that	 citizens	 have	 a	meaningful	 opportunity	 to	 lead	what	

they	consider	to	be	a	good	life.	For	Indigenous	employment	policy	to	fulfil	this,	it	

needs	 to	 adopt	 a	 conception	 of	 freedom	 that	 allows	 Indigenous	 people	 to	

generate	 and	 live	 by	 their	 own	 understanding	 of	 wellbeing.	 Kymlicka	 (1995)	

formulates	 a	 notion	 of	 freedom	 that	 does	 this	 by	 eschewing	 the	 distinction	

between	 individual	 and	 group	 freedoms,	 arguing	 that	 the	 latter	 must	 be	

guaranteed	 in	 order	 to	 practise	 the	 former.	 Group-specific	 rights	 enlarge	 the	
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freedom	 of	 the	 individual	 because	 freedom	 is	 intimately	 linked	 with	 and	

dependent	 on	 societal	 cultures.	 Societal	 cultures	 are	made	 up	 of	 practices	 and	

institutions	that	provide	members	with	meaningful	activities	across	a	full	range	

of	social,	educational,	recreation	and	economic	activities	(Kymlicka,	1995:	76).	In	

order	 to	 have	 meaningful	 individual	 choice,	 people	 need	 access	 to	 a	 societal	

culture,	 the	 capacity	 to	 reflectively	 evaluate	 information	 and	 freedom	 of	

expression	 and	 association	 (Kymlicka,	 1995:	 84).	 People	 participating	 in	 a	

culture	that	they	understand	and	which	is	meaningful	to	them	promotes	a	sense	

of	belonging	and	participation	in	public	affairs	(Kymlicka,	1995:	90).	

	

Applying	 this	 concept	 of	 freedom	 to	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 would	

involve	encouraging	practices	of	knowledge	transfer	that	align	with	Indigenous	

people’s	 values	 and	 pre-existing	 frames	 of	 understanding	 work.	 This	 means	

going	 beyond	 teaching	 according	 to	 pre-defined,	 numerical	 outcomes,	 by	

transmitting	 contextual	 and	 situated	 metis	 knowledge	 inherent	 within	 work-

readiness	 strategies.	Creating	capacity	and	changing	values	and	 identity	 in	 line	

with	 employability	 requires	 incorporating	 Indigenous	 people’s	 own	

understandings	 of	 work.	 Sandberg	 (2009:15)	 argues	 that	 understandings	 of	

work	 rather	 than	 attributes	 should	 be	 the	 point	 of	 departure	 for	 developing	

competencies,	which	 is	 best	 done	within	 one’s	 current	 understanding	 of	work	

rather	than	transforming	it.	Here,	understanding	is	conceived	of	as	circular	and	

unfolding.	That	is,	understanding	is	a	referential	operation	in	which	people	apply	

what	 they	 already	 know	 to	 complex	 problems	 (Sandberg,	 2009:	 11).	

Conventional	 forms	 of	 qualification	 assume	 a	 direct	 equivalence	 between	 the	

knowledge	and	skills	taught	with	the	vocational	requirements	of	the	workplace	
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and	do	not	necessarily	 facilitate	referential	understanding	(Gohlich	and	Schopf,	

2011:145).	

	

The	 Community	 Development	 and	 Employment	 Program	 (CDEP)	 stands	 as	 an	

example	of	a	program	that	included	formal	regimented-style	work	requirements	

and	that	was	also	flexible	enough	to	accommodate	Indigenous	ways	of	working	

(Jordan,	 2011).	 The	 program	offered	 substitute	wage-like	welfare	 payments	 in	

return	 for	 participating	 in	 work-like	 activities,	 which	 allowed	 individuals	 to	

participate	on	their	own	terms.	The	effectiveness	of	the	program	was	criticised	

because	of	 this	and	was	not	 seen	 to	be	 ‘real’	work,	 contributing	 to	 its	eventual	

termination.		

	

My	 thematic	 analysis	 of	 the	 interview	 data	 suggests	 that	 respondents’	

orientations	 to	 work	 suggest	 that	 they	 prefer	 to	 participate	 in	 Indigenous-

majority	 workplaces	 where	 they	 can	 enact	 forms	 of	 social-interactional	

competence	 defined	 by	 their	 own	 values	 and	 metis	 knowledge.	 A	 significant	

feature	 of	 this	 is	 enacting	 personal	 rather	 than	 impersonal	 norms	 when	

interacting	 in	 the	 workplace.	 Curchin	 (2016)	 outlines	 the	 likely	 features	 of	

Indigenous	 forms	 of	 employment,	 which	 align	 with	 the	 findings	 of	 my	 own	

research.	These	features	include	a	wider	range	of	opportunities	for	autonomy	at	

work	and	 less	emphasis	on	the	authority	of	bosses.	The	timing	and	duration	of	

work	effort,	or	time	reckoning	skills,	are	less	likely	to	be	based	on	clock	time	and	

more	likely	to	reflect	the	needs	of	social	obligations	and	the	availability	of	others.	

Work	practices	also	centre	upon	cooperation	rather	than	competition	with	other	

workers	 within	 the	 workplace	 in	 order	 to	 build	 bonding	 social	 capital.	 Work	
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groups	 are	 also	more	 likely	 to	 include	people	whose	 are	 related,	making	 them	

comfortable	working	together	(Curchin,	2016:	70).		

		

Miller’s	 (2005:	 7)	 study	 of	 Indigenous	 aspirations	 linked	 to	 training	 end	

employment	 lists	 personal	 outcomes	 such	 as	 enhanced	 self-confidence,	

motivation,	 self-esteem,	 improved	 communication	 skills	 and	 feelings	 of	 being	

respected	 by	 others	 in	 community.	 The	 findings	 of	my	 interview	data	 analysis	

indicate	 that	 overcoming	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 in	 the	 workplace	 and	 the	 job	

market	 is	 an	 important	 issue	 for	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy.	 Addressing	

shame	 and	 shamejob	 could	 go	 some	way	 to	 fulfilling	 these	 personal	 outcomes	

and	aspirations.	Altman’s	concept	of	the	hybrid	economy	makes	similar	appeals	

to	 incorporating	 aspects	 of	 Indigenous	 aspirations	 for	 and	 understandings	 of	

work	 into	 policy	 planning	 and	 outcomes,	 rather	 than	 imposing	 mainstream	

expectations.	 However,	 incorporating	 Indigenous	 forms	 of	 employment	 and	

metis	 knowledge	 into	 policy	 outcomes	 does	 not	 have	 to	 stop	 at	 encouraging	

more	Indigenous	people	to	enter	Indigenous	workplaces.	Overcoming	shame	and	

shamejob	 and	 building	 confidence	 can	 also	 be	 a	 stepping-stone	 to	 facilitating	

autonomy	 and	 enact	 meaningful	 individual	 choice.	 Facilitating	 Indigenous	

workplaces	 can	provide	workers	with	 the	 capacity	 to	 reflectively	 evaluate	 and	

compare	it	with	other	options.	That	is,	it	could	potentially	encourage	Indigenous	

people	to	enter	mainstream	workplaces	and	job	markets.	
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Chapter	8:	Conclusion:	The	limits	of	governance	

	

	

The	 critical	 analysis	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	 and	

comparison	 with	 interview	 respondent	 perspectives	 suggests	 that	 differences	

between	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	

contribute	 to	 the	 limited	 success	of	 Indigenous	employment	policy.	 Indigenous	

respondents	 resist	 the	 Australian	 state’s	 imposition	 of	 work-readiness	 by	

continuing	 to	enact	 their	own	 form	of	metis	knowledge.	The	 incompatibility	of	

Indigenous	 metis	 knowledge	 and	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 also	

contributes	to	feelings	of	shame	and	shamejob,	which	can	negatively	affect	many	

individuals’	participation	in	the	workforce.		

	

Norris	 (2001:	 24)	 argues,	 in	 relation	 to	 Indigenous	 Australian’s	 level	 of	

disadvantage,	 that	 ‘quantitative	 analysis	 shows	 us	 where	 disadvantage	 exists,	

but	 it	 does	 not	 tell	 us	 where	 it	 originated’.	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 on	 work	

provide	an	additional	explanation,	which	complements	quantitative	approaches	

that	 rely	 on	 statistical	 data.	 The	 combined	 critical	 and	 comparative	 analytical	

approach	 taken	 here	 focuses	 on	 how	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

conceptualises	 employment	 and	what	 effect	 this	 has	 on	 Indigenous	 jobseekers	

who	are	the	targets	of	such	policies.	The	failure	of	policy	to	improve	employment	

outcomes	 by	 transforming	 Indigenous	 people	 into	 work-ready	 subjects	 also	

represents	an	additional	factor	for	continued	disadvantage	in	such	contexts.	
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I	 draw	 on	 and	 reconfigure	 Scott’s	 (1998)	 notion	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 to	

conceptualise	 these	 policy	 implications	 in	 a	 way	 that	 highlights	 the	 inherent	

limitations	 of	 neoliberal	 forms	 of	 governance.	 Incorporating	 epistemological	

conceptions	 of	 knowledge	 into	 studies	 of	 neoliberal	 governance	 also	 produces	

new	 critical	 perspectives	 on	 governmentality	 and	 the	 relationship	 between	

power	and	knowledge.	 Indigenous	employment	policy’s	 failure	 to	 create	work-

ready	subjects	stands	as	an	example	of	the	difficulty	of	and	limitations	imposed	

upon	 governing	 through	 freedom,	 which	 relies	 on	 developing	 individuals’	

abilities	through	instilling	metis	knowledge.		

	

	

8.1	Theoretical	implications	
	
	

8.1.1	Beyond	instrumental	conceptions	of	knowledge		
	

I	 use	 the	 concept	 of	metis	 knowledge	 to	 analyse	 the	 two	datasets	 and	 critique	

governmentality,	in	order	to	consider	how	it	might	operate	differently	in	practice	

compared	to	in	theory.	Distinguishing	between	instrumental	and	epistemological	

notions	 of	 knowledge	 reconceptualises	 the	 relationship	 between	 power	 and	

knowledge.	 This	 facilitates	 a	 critical	 perspective	 on	 governance	 theory	 and	

reveals	the	mechanisms	that	governance	uses	to	operate.	

	

Analyses	 of	 governmentality	 utilise	 an	 instrumental	 conception	 of	 knowledge;	

that	is,	they	focus	on	the	role	of	knowledge	as	a	tool	for	creating	and	maintaining	

power	 relations	 between	 the	 state	 and	 its	 subjects.	 Standard	 approaches	 to	
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governance	identify	formal,	scientific	knowledge	about	individual	subjects	as	the	

basis	 for	 the	 operation	 of	 power	 by	 constructing	 them	 as	 something	 that	 is	

known.	The	relationship	between	power	and	knowledge	is	identified	in	terms	of	

the	utility	of	knowledge	for	upholding	power	relations.		

	

I	 introduce	epistemological	notions	of	knowledge	to	investigate	how	those	who	

are	 governed	 enact	 knowledge	 by	 their	 own	 account.	 This	 is	 an	 alternative	 to	

investigating	 how	 those	 who	 govern	 construct	 the	 targets	 of	 governance	 as	

objects	of	knowledge.	Doing	so	re-examines	the	relationship	between	knowledge	

and	power	in	terms	of	the	contradictory	role	of	knowledge.	That	is,	knowledge	is	

simultaneously	 necessary	 for	 governance	 to	 operate	 properly	 and	 an	 inherent	

limitation	 on	 its	 ability	 to	 succeed.	 Epistemologically-oriented	 conceptions	 of	

knowledge	 consider	 the	 forms	of	 practical	 know-how	 that	 allow	 individuals	 to	

operate	 competently	 in	 specific	 social	 settings.	 Metis	 knowledge	 provides	 a	

suitable	 theoretical	 tool	 for	 doing	 this,	 as	 it	 addresses	 individuals’	 everyday	

experiences	 and	 the	 assumed	 knowledge	 informing	 the	 Australian	 state’s	

attempts	 to	 increase	work-readiness.	 Investigating	 the	 contextual,	 rational	 and	

ethical	dimensions	of	know-how	provide	an	analytical	framework	for	identifying	

diverse	forms	of	metis	knowledge	and		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	 an	 example	 of	 neoliberal	 governance,	 as	 it	

identifies	 problems	 and	 their	 solutions,	 which	 includes	 presumptions	 and	

assumptions	 about	 how	 people	 should	 be	 shaped	 as	 subjects	 of	 rule	 (Bacchi,	

2009).	 Policy	 makers	 construe	 the	 high	 rate	 of	 unemployment	 as	 a	 work-

readiness	 problem.	 Policy	 makers	 endorse	 behavioural	 change	 in	 line	 with	
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neoliberal	 ideals	 of	 work-readiness	 as	 a	 solution	 to	 this	 problem.	 Work-

readiness	 discourse	 aims	 to	 govern	 Indigenous	 lives	 according	 to	 liberal	

democratic	ideals	of	a	self-governing,	productive,	active	citizen,	using	education	

as	a	form	of	pedagogic	authority.	Individuals	identified	as	requiring	intervention	

must	have	the	correct	habits,	capacities	and	desire	for	self-government	instilled	

within	them	through	skills	transfer	(Valverde,	1996:	362).		

	

My	 critical	 discourse	 analysis	 of	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 documents	

identifies	work-readiness	competencies,	which	includes	skills	such	as	timeliness,	

communication	and	teamwork.	Liberal	forms	of	governance	rely	on	encouraging	

and	instilling	these	competencies	in	order	to	correct	behaviour,	attitudes,	habits	

and	 capacities.	 Acquiring,	 internalising	 and	 forming	 these	 competencies	 is	

necessary	 for	 governance	 to	 operate	 properly.	 My	 comparison	 of	 policy	

documents	 with	 interview	 respondents’	 conceptions	 of	 work	 illustrates	 the	

shortcomings	of	policy’s	approach	 to	work-readiness,	highlighting	 the	 inherent	

limitations	 of	 attempting	 to	 reform	 subjectivity	 by	 instilling	 work-readiness	

metis	knowledge.			

	

Demonstrating	 the	 contradictory	 role	 of	 knowledge	 in	 power	 relations	

illuminates	 the	mechanisms	 of	 governance.	 I	 identify	 the	 possession	 of	 know-

how	 as	 a	 key	 criteria	 of	 work-readiness,	 which	 means	 Indigenous	 people	 are	

judged	as	deficient	and	in	need	of	training	or	not.	That	is,	work-readiness	metis	

knowledge	 establishes	 a	 standard	 of	 diagnosing	 deficiency	 according	 to	

knowledge	 and	 know-how.	 This	 implies	 that	 the	 object	 of	 governmental	

intervention,	which	the	Australian	state	identifies	as	in	need	of	improvement,	is	
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not	 just	 behaviour,	 but	 the	 space	 between	 action	 and	 thought.	 That	 is,	 work-

readiness	discourse	assesses	Indigenous	people	as	not	only	behaving	incorrectly,	

it	 also	portrays	 their	 cognitive	abilities	 such	as	 the	 capacity	 to	 learn	and	enact	

new	abilities	responsibly	as	a	source	of	shortcoming	that	requires	enhancement.	

Theories	of	governance	often	identify	the	body	as	an	object	of	knowledge	and	a	

vehicle	for	enacting	power	relations.	It	does	this	by	constructing	it	as	docile	and	

hence	politically	useful	and	economically	productive	(Smart,	1985:	69).	Focusing	

on	metis	 knowledge	 instead	 reveals	 how	 power	 is	 directed	 at	 subjectivity	 not	

through	 the	 body	 but	 through	 the	 mind.	 Resistance	 and	 values	

incommensurability	 limit	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 this	 approach,	 which	 represents	

policy	failure.		

	

8.1.2	Metis	knowledge	as	oppression	and	resistance	
	

Scott	 (1998)	 portrays	 metis	 knowledge	 as	 a	 mode	 of	 resistance	 by	 marginal	

communities	 to	 formal,	 technical	 modes	 of	 knowledge	 imposed	 by	 high-

modernist	 regimes.	 The	 analysis	 of	 the	 findings	 presented	 here	 suggests	 a	

different	dynamic	at	work	in	relation	to	the	operation	of	metis	knowledge.	Metis	

knowledge	is	both	a	form	of	resistance	and	a	technology	of	government	that	can	

be	used	to	control	populations.	Respondents	expressed	their	own	form	of	metis	

knowledge,	which	they	used	within	an	Indigenous	formal	order,	representing	a	

form	 of	 resistance	 to	 work-readiness.	 Concurrently,	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy	promotes	work-readiness,	 and	by	doing	 so	uses	 it	 as	 a	mode	of	 altering	

individuals’	subjectivity	to	align	them	with	neoliberal	norms.		
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The	 results	 presented	here	 suggest	 that	 Indigenous	metis	 knowledge	 acts	 as	 a	

limiting	 factor	 on	 the	 effectiveness	 of	 neoliberal	 governance.	 Indigenous	metis	

knowledge	offers	an	alternative	 that	disrupts	 the	proliferation	and	adoption	of	

work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 This	 is	 consistent	 with	 Scott’s	 (1998)	

argument	that	formal,	technical	and	simplified	systems	often	do	not	replace	pre-

existing	 metis	 knowledge.	 Interview	 respondents’	 experiences	 of	 work	 and	

employment	 indicated	 that	 many	 practised	 a	 form	 of	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	 in	 the	 face	 of	 the	 Australian	 state’s	 attempts	 to	 make	 them	work-

ready.	 An	 implication	 is	 that	 respondents	 rejected	 the	 values	 that	 were	

associated	 with	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge.	 By	 extension,	 many	

respondents	resisted	governmental	control.		

	

My	 analysis	 of	 the	 findings	 suggest	 that	 in	 addition	 to	 Indigenous	 metis	

knowledge	acting	as	a	mode	of	resistance,	metis	knowledge	is	also	imposed	upon	

Indigenous	 people	 in	 the	 form	 of	work-readiness.	 Utilising	 a	metis	 knowledge	

conceptual	 framework	 identifies	 competencies	 as	 a	 technology	 of	 government	

and	highlights	what	Indigenous	people	are	expected	to	know	and	do.		

	

This	 also	 represents	 an	 alternative	mode	 of	 analysing	 how	 culture	 and	 values	

affect	 engagement	 with	 economic	 structures.	 Many	 studies	 of	 Indigenous	

engagement	in	the	mainstream	Australian	economy	focus	on	the	role	of	cultural	

factors	 such	 as	 values,	 preferences	 or	 aspirations.	 I	 use	 metis	 knowledge	 to	

instead	demonstrate	how	competencies	and	know-how	are	facets	of	culture	that	

impede	 or	 enable	 engagement	 with	 the	 economy.	 In	 this	 case,	 the	 Australian	

state	uses	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	 to	exclude	 Indigenous	people	 from	
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participating	 in	 mainstream	 economic	 structures	 according	 to	 their	 own	

understanding	of	work	and	wellbeing.	

	

Values,	preferences	and	aspirations	can	affect	the	way	Indigenous	people	may	or	

may	 not	 choose	 to	 participate	 in	 the	 economy.	 This	 explanation	 focuses	 on	

culture	 at	 the	 level	 of	 individual	 or	 collective	 belief	 and	 practice,	 and	 seeks	 to	

identify	hidden	causes	of	action	in	meaning,	culture	and	structure.	My	analysis	of	

metis	knowledge	aligns	with	an	understanding	of	culture	as	a	motivational	force,	

which	highlights	how	individuals	are	enabled	or	obstructed	from	participating	in	

the	mainstream	economy.	That	is,	metis	knowledge	looks	to	explain	how,	rather	

than	why,	social	action	occurs,	by	highlighting	the	abilities	and	knowledges	that	

enable	productive	and	competent	social	action	and	interaction.	Utilising	a	metis	

knowledge	conceptual	framework	highlights	the	kinds	of	know-how	and	abilities	

that	 inform	 the	 Australian	 state’s	 expectations	 for	 Indigenous	 employment	

policy.	 That	 is,	 culture	 and	 values	 affect	 Indigenous	 people’s	 engagement	with	

mainstream	economic	structures	when	culture	 itself	 is	used	as	a	benchmark	to	

define	those	who	are	competent	enough	or	not	to	engage	in	it.	

	

Work-readiness	metis	 knowledge	 puts	 Indigenous	 people	 at	 a	 disadvantage	 in	

their	 ability	 to	 participate	 in	 social	 and	 economic	 institutions.	 The	difficulty	 of	

transferring	metis	knowledge	 can	 cause	marginalisation	when	a	gap	 is	 created	

between	groups	 that	are	prevented	 from	participating	on	equal	 terms	with	 the	

powerful	 in	 the	 practices	 through	which	 social	meanings	 are	 created	 (Fricker,	

2007:	6).	Work-readiness	metis	knowledge	prevents	people	from	engaging	in	the	

economy	on	their	own	terms.	The	Australian	state	holds	the	power	to	attribute	
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capacity	 or	 not.	When	 individuals	 are	 defined	 as	 not	 competent	 enough	 to	 be	

considered	work-ready,	 they	 are	 earmarked	 for	 improvement	 through	 further	

training.	 Their	 perspectives	 on	work-readiness	 are	not	 considered	 and	 instead	

they	 must	 be	 made	 to	 learn	 work-readiness.	 In	 this	 way,	 work-readiness	

discourse	excludes	Indigenous	people	from	accessing	the	institutions	that	define	

the	metis	knowledge	necessary	for	becoming	work-ready.		

	

Structural	 discrimination	 and	 racism	 are	 important	 factors	 in	 explaining	 the	

causes	 of	 high	 rates	 of	 unemployment	 and	 marginalised	 Indigenous	 workers.	

Contributing	 structural	 factors	 can	 include:	 poor	 health,	 incarceration,	

substandard	housing,	lower	educational	outcomes,	labour	market	dynamics	and	

geography.	 However,	 epistemological	 dissonance	 can	 also	 constitute	 a	 form	 of	

structural	discrimination.	Exclusion	caused	by	work-readiness	discourse	has	the	

effect	of	alienating	people	from	participation	in	wider	society.	The	prevalence	of	

feelings	 of	 shame	 and	 shamejob	 illustrate	 the	 effect	 of	 alienation.	 In	 this	 case,	

work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 becomes	 a	 ‘commodity	 of	 privilege’	 (Code,	

1991:	266).	Those	who	possess	 it	are	more	able	to	know	how	to	 improve	their	

situation,	cope	with	unexpected	situations	and	claim	rights	and	privileges	within	

a	mainstream	 societal	 context	 (Code,	 1991:	 265).	 This	 illuminates	 how	 power	

and	 politics	 are	 implicated	 in	 the	 processes	 of	 know-how,	 knowing	 and	

knowledge	acquisition.	

	

Applying	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 analyses	 and	 critiques	 of	 neoliberal	 governance	

reconsiders	 the	 role	 of	 culture	 and	 governance	 in	 continued	 disadvantage,	

without	 reproducing	 the	 problematic	 assumptions	 inherent	 in	 the	 culture	 of	
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poverty	paradigm.	The	culture	of	poverty	paradigm	suggests	that	social	class	is	

reproduced	 through	cultural	diffusion	of	values	and	attitudes	 that	 facilitate	 the	

intergenerational	 transmission	 of	 poverty.	 That	 is,	 the	 culture	 of	 poverty	 logic	

positions	cultural	traits	and	psychological	dispositions	(such	as	understandings	

of	 work)	 as	 primary	 causal	 factors	 for	 urban	 poverty.	 The	 culture	 of	 poverty	

model	has	been	criticised	for	ignoring	structural	factors	and	the	role	of	the	state	

in	 social	 and	 cultural	 reproduction	 and	 emphasising	 behaviour	 rather	 than	

normative	rules	(Jenkins,	1992:	74).	A	metis	knowledge-informed	framework	for	

understanding	 the	 consequences	 of	 neoliberal	 forms	 of	 governance	 highlights	

the	role	of	culture,	without	placing	it	as	the	single	causal	factor	in	perpetuating	

disadvantage.		

	
	

8.2	Policy	implications	
	
	
	

Indigenous	employment	policy	assumes	that	Indigenous	labour	supply	is	partly	

dependent	on	levels	of	human	capital	and	that	when	this	requirement	is	satisfied	

and	 where	 jobs	 are	 available,	 people	 will	 take	 them.	 However,	 high	 levels	 of	

unemployment	 and	 low	 participation	 rates	 persist	 amongst	 the	 Indigenous	

population	 residing	 in	 urban	 areas	 with	 established	 labour	 markets	 such	 as	

Darwin.	This	suggests	that	increasing	skills	alone	through	education	and	training	

is	not	necessarily	an	effective	solution	to	the	problem	of	unemployment	and	low	

levels	of	workforce	participation.	Policy	 cannot	assume	 that	urban	populations	
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are	uniformly	more	attached	or	have	easier	access	to	urban	labour	markets	and	

resources	(Smith,	1995;	Rowse,	2000).	

	

	A	reason	for	the	ineffectiveness	of	skills	transfer	is	that	policy	does	not	address	

the	 impact	 of	 Indigenous	 forms	 of	 metis	 knowledge	 on	 access	 to	 the	 labour	

market.	 The	 logic	 of	 human	 capital	 within	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 is	

directed	 towards	 mainstream,	 instrumental	 conceptions	 of	 work	 and	

employment	 that	 is	 valued	 in	 terms	 of	 productivity,	 which	 clashes	 with	

Indigenous	understandings	of	work,	characterised	as	more	holistic.		

	

There	 are	 additional	 implications	 that	 arise	 from	 policy’s	 failure	 to	 address	

differences	 between	 forms	 of	metis	 knowledge.	 First,	 the	 differences	 in	 values	

underwriting	 Indigenous	and	work-readiness	metis	knowledges	can	contribute	

to	 discouragement,	 contrary	 to	 policy’s	 aim	 of	 creating	 active	 citizens.	 The	

interview	 data	 suggests	 that	 some	 individuals	 withdraw	 from	 participating	 in	

work-readiness	 schemes	 when	 forced	 choose	 between	 two	 competing	 sets	 of	

values	and	expectations.	Second,	 the	 failure	of	knowledge-transfer	strategies	 in	

Indigenous	employment	policy	due	to	differences	in	metis	knowledges	suggests	

that	 the	 Australian	 state	 is	 concerned	 with	 maintaining	 its	 authority	 and	

legitimacy	 in	 the	 face	of	poor	employment	outcomes	 for	 Indigenous	citizens.	 It	

does	this	by	creating	the	impression	via	policy	‘myths’	that	it	is	easily	achievable	

to	 create	 work-ready	 subjects	 via	 knowledge	 transfer	 of	 atomistic	 skills	 and	

knowledges	 such	 as	 work-readiness	 key	 competencies.	 However,	 this	 fails	 to	

account	for	the	difficulties	associated	with	this	mode	of	knowledge	transfer.	
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8.2.1	Values	incommensurability	undermines	the	active	system	of	support	
	
	

A	key	implication	for	Indigenous	employment	policy	is	that	attempting	to	create	

work-ready	 individuals	 can	 inadvertently	 discourage	 job	 seekers,	 undermining	

the	 active	 system	 of	 support	 and	 the	 ideal	 of	 active	 citizenship.	 This	 occurs	

because	Indigenous	employment	policy	makes	demands	that	are	out	of	step	with	

and	 fail	 to	 recognise	 Indigenous	 values	 and	 ways	 of	 conceptualising	 work.	

Differences	between	 Indigenous	and	work-readiness	metis	knowledge	 is	based	

on	values	incommensurability.	They	represent	two	sets	of	values	that	are	at	once	

equally	 valid	 but	 incompatible.	 Work-readiness	 discourse	 realised	 through	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 has	 the	 effect	 of	 forcing	 individuals	 to	 choose	

between	two	sets	of	incommensurable	values.	This	choice	presents	a	dilemma,	as	

it	 is	not	necessarily	possible	or	easy	 for	everyone	 to	practise	one	 set	of	values	

while	retaining	another.	

	

The	concept	of	metis	knowledge	highlights	the	interconnectedness	of	knowledge,	

ability	 and	 values.	 Developing	 a	 capacity	 to	 function	 competently	 in	 any	 given	

environment	 requires	 adhering	 to	 and	 knowledge	 of	 its	 ethical	 features.	

However,	access	to	the	conditions	for	developing	the	requisite	metis	knowledge	

is	 restricted	when	one	 is	 forced	 to	 adhere	 to	particular	 values	with	which	one	

does	 not	 agree.	 The	 conditions	 necessary	 for	 knowledge	 transfer	 creates	 a	

dilemma	for	Indigenous	job	seekers.	This	can	result	in	institutionally-generated	

shamejob,	in	which	individuals	are	obligated	to	participate	in	contexts	in	which	
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they	do	not	share	 the	same	values,	and	 therefore	are	effectively	excluded	 from	

being	able	to	 learn	the	metis	knowledge	required	to	competently	participate	 in	

workplaces	 on	 their	 own	 terms.	 This	 often	 culminates	 in	 disengagement	 and	

poorer	employment	outcomes.	For	example,	competency-based	frameworks	rely	

on	the	transfer	of	work-readiness	metis	knowledge,	which	is	contextual	and	does	

not	address	the	capabilities	needed	to	generate	an	understanding	of	work	that	is	

meaningful	and	in	line	with	one’s	values	and	sense	of	wellbeing.		

	

Different	 understandings	 of	 workplace	 relations,	 modes	 of	 conceiving	 and	

producing	 value	 and	 workplace	 organisational	 demands	 all	 contributed	 to	

Indigenous	 respondents’	 difficulties	 in	 adjusting	 to	 mainstream	 workplaces	

based	 on	 western,	 instrumental	 values	 of	 work.	 The	 dilemma	 can	 partly	 be	

attributed	 to	 competing	 demands	 to	 conform	 to	 differing	 sets	 of	 expectations	

and	 behavioural	 standards.	 This	 instance	 of	 values	 incommensurability	 may	

contribute	 to	 Indigenous	people	becoming	marginalised	workers,	who	want	 to	

work	 but	 feel	 discouraged	 because	 of	 the	 difficulty	 in	 choosing	 between	 or	

managing	 different	 sets	 of	 values	 and	metis	 knowledges.	 A	 result	 can	 be	 that	

people	 withdraw	 from	 the	 demands	 of	 work-readiness	 and	 experience	 shame	

and	 shamejob.	 Another	 consequence	 can	 include	 individuals	 being	 forced	 to	

relinquish	 some	 of	 the	 obligations	 attached	 to	 their	 culture	 and	 accept	 the	

consequences.		

	

The	choice	that	individuals	are	forced	to	make	can	ask	too	much	of	people,	which	

can	cause	disengagement,	 including	not	participating	 in	employment.	This	runs	

counter	to	Indigenous	employment	policy’s	active	system	of	support	and	its	aim	
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of	 creating	 active	 citizens.	 This	 system	aims	 to	 alter	 the	 attitudes	 that	 prevent	

the	 unemployed	 from	 participating	 in	 employment.	 It	 does	 this	 by	 making	

individuals	 active,	 in	 the	 sense	 that	 they	 are	 self-reliant	 individuals	 ready	 and	

able	to	take	up	 job	opportunities	and	support	 themselves	(Dean,	1995).	Rather	

than	 fostering	 active	 subjects,	work-readiness	metis	 knowledge	 can	 create	 the	

opposite	 effect.	 This	 suggests	 that	 by	 promoting	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge,	Indigenous	employment	policy	fails	to	provide	adequate	opportunity	

to	 gain	 relevant	 skills	 or	 experience	 that	 could	 lead	 to	 greater	motivation	 and	

improved	employment	outcomes.		

	

8.2.2	Maintaining	authority	and	legitimacy	in	the	face	of	intractable	problems,	
unattainable	goals	and	poor	outcomes	
	

The	close	association	between	values	and	metis	knowledge	means	the	conditions	

necessary	for	knowledge	transfer	not	only	contribute	to	disengagement,	but	also	

indicate	a	fundamental	problem	of	complexity	for	policy,	which	it	cannot	manage	

easily.	 	 This	 complexity	 is	 defined	 by	 a	 limited	 ability	 to	 articulate	 issues	 and	

cause–effect	 relationships,	 use	 linear	 problem-solving	 processes,	 or	

oversimplification	 to	 prescribe	 standard	 solutions.	 Faced	 with	 such	 problems	

and	poor	outcomes,	the	Australian	state’s	concern	for	maintaining	its	legitimacy	

and	 authority	 overrides	 the	 need	 to	 acknowledge	 and	 accommodate	 diverse	

values	 and	 metis	 knowledges.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 illustrates	 the	

strategies	 the	Australia	 state	uses	 to	maintain	 its	 authority.	 First,	 it	 represents	

work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 as	 practically	 useful	 and	 necessary	 by	

presenting	it	as	the	only	legitimate	way	to	become	work-ready.	Second,	it	creates	
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‘policy	myths’,	 by	 constantly	 changing	 targets,	 rather	 than	achieving	 them,	and	

deflecting	 blame	 to	 individuals	 for	 failing,	 rather	 than	 to	 the	 system	 that	 is	

supposed	to	provide	assistance.		

	
	

8.2.2.1	Metis	knowledge,	epistemic	authority	and	intractable	policy	problems	
	

Lea	(2012:	119)	states	that	in	the	context	of	Australian	Indigenous	affairs	policy,	

‘the	 immanent	 prospect	 of	 policy	 failure	 is	 productive,	 for	whatever	 outcomes	

emerge,	 greater	 bureau-professional	 involvement	 is	 assured’.	 That	 is,	 the	

Australian	state	is	not	necessarily	driven	exclusively	by	a	logic	of	addressing	and	

definitely	 solving	 societal	 problems.	 It	 is	 also	 concerned	 with	 bolstering	 its	

legitimacy	 in	 order	 to	 justify	 its	 continued	 resource	 allocation	 and	 existence.	

Epistemic	 authority	 refers	 to	 bureaucracy’s	 claim	 to	 legitimacy	 based	 on	 its	

ability	to	gather	and	process	knowledge,	and	organise,	objects,	people	and	events	

to	 create	 confidence	 that	 its	decisions	 are	 rational	 and	effective	 (Davies,	2011;	

Boswell,	2009:	7).		

	

Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 relies	 on	 quantification	 to	 portray	 work-

readiness	 as	 a	 legitimate,	 rational	 and	 informed	 policy	 strategy.	 However,	 as	

Davies	 (2011:	 403)	 notes,	 ‘policy-makers	 pursue	 investment	 strategies	 in	

intangible	 assets	 that	 resist	 easy	 quantification	 or	 economic	 valuation’.	

Transferring	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 one	 such	 strategy	 that	

undermines	Indigenous	employment	policy’s	epistemic	authority.	Policy	cannot	

easily	 quantify	 and	 valuate	 intangible	 entities	 such	 as	 work-readiness	 metis	
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knowledge.	The	Closing	the	Gap	outcomes	are	represented	as	quantitative	in	the	

form	 of	 numbers	 of	 Indigenous	 people	 employed.	 However,	 this	 outcome	

assumes	 a	 qualitative	 shift	 in	 individuals’	 attitudes	 and	 attributes	 required	 for	

becoming	work-ready,	 active	 citizens.	 The	 value	 produced	 from	 gaining	work-

readiness	metis	knowledge	is	immaterial	and	cannot	be	measured	easily,	as	it	is	

connected	to	social	interaction,	communication,	and	care	(Davies,	2011).		

	

Work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 presented	 as	 necessary	 to	 disguise	 the	

uncertainty	 surrounding	 its	 contribution	 to	 improving	outcomes.	However,	 the	

failure	 of	 policy	 to	 alter	 Indigenous	 subjectivities	 or	 improve	 employment	

outcomes	demonstrates	insufficient	grounds	for	policy’s	certainty	for	the	claims	

they	make.	 That	 is,	 policy	 also	 derives	 legitimacy	 from	 its	 output	 and	 societal	

impact	rather	 than	rhetoric	alone.	 In	 the	case	of	policy	 failure,	 individuals	who	

are	the	targets	of	policy	rather	than	policy	itself	become	the	object	of	criticism.	

Indigenous	 policy	 does	 this	 by	 passing	 responsibility	 to	 Indigenous	 people	 for	

their	 own	 learning	 despite	 the	 difficulties	 associated	 with	 transferring	 metis	

knowledge.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	 portrays	 work-readiness	 metis	

knowledge	as	a	noun,	that	is	an	objectifiable,	commodified	product	extrapolated	

from	its	context	that	can	be	inculcated	into	others’	minds	(Yanow,	2004:	10).	An	

implication	of	 this	 is	 that	knowledge	transfer	 is	values	exogenous.	Despite	 this,	

metis	 knowledge	 is	 developed	 and	 learned	 through	 action	 and	 interaction	 in	

specific	 contexts	 defined	 by	 particular	 cultural	 values,	 which	 individuals	 are	

forced	to	accept	in	order	to	be	considered	competent.	Therefore,	 if	participants	

either	 do	 not	 participate	 on	 those	 terms	 or	 fail	 to	 learn,	 they	 can	 be	 blamed,	

rather	than	the	strategy	of	work-readiness	itself.		
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8.2.2.2	Policy	myths	and	the	circular	logic	of	diagnosing	deficiency		
	

The	assumptions	and	inherent	limitations	within	work-readiness	discourse	also	

indicate	the	dilemma	that	Indigenous	employment	policy	faces	when	it	confronts	

two	irreconcilable	sets	of	values.	Yanow	(1996)	suggests	that	difficulties	such	as	

this	 are	 expressed	 in	 policy	 documents	 as	 myths.	 That	 is,	 policy	 documents	

create	a	narrative	presented	as	matter-of-fact	statements	that	are	believed	by	a	

group	of	people	to	divert	attention	away	from	a	confusing	reality	(Yanow,	1996:	

191).	 Presented	 with	 irreconcilable	 values,	 policies	 create	 myths	 to	 make	 the	

public	believe	that	conflict	has	been	reconciled.	Indigenous	employment	policy	is	

based	on	a	myth	that	its	actions	are	able	to	fully	close	the	gap	despite	its	inability	

to	resolve	complex	problems	arising	 from	differences	 in	values	and	knowledge	

transfer.	The	Closing	the	Gap	policy	 framework	draws	attention	away	from	the	

goals	themselves	and	whether	they	have	been	met	or	not	and	instead	focuses	on	

the	process	of	setting	goals	rationally,	making	policy	appear	legitimate	(Yanow,	

1996:	201).		

	

The	most	telling	example	of	such	policy	myths	 in	action	 is	 found	in	the	Closing	

the	Gap	 ‘refresh’	 reform.	 In	December	 2016,	 COAG	 issued	 renewed	 targets	 for	

the	Closing	 the	Gap	policy	 framework.	This	was	announced	 just	before	 the	10-

year	 anniversary	 and	 expiry,	 for	 four	 of	 the	 original	 seven	 Closing	 the	 Gap	

targets.	As	of	2018,	 just	two	out	of	12	targets	were	on	track	to	be	met	(Closing	

the	Gap	Prime	Minister’s	Report,	2019).	This	 timing	 is	 indicative	of	 the	 logic	of	

constant	goal	setting,	prioritised	over	achieving	goals	themselves.	The	Australian	
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state,	operating	through	COAG,	makes	symbolic	reform	of	targets	the	key	focus	of	

policy	and	governments’	action	and	achievement.		

	

Work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge	 is	 an	 example	 of	 the	 circular	 logic	 of	

neoliberalism.	Those	judged	to	be	lacking	in	requisite	work-readiness	skills	are	

expected	 to	 acquire	 those	 skills	 through	 training,	while	 simultaneously	 having	

those	skills	judged	and	evaluated	(Strakosch,	2015).	If	 individuals	identified	for	

training	do	not	acquire	work-readiness	skills,	 they	can	be	blamed	 for	 failing	 to	

learn,	 rather	 than	 blame	 being	 attributed	 to	 the	 system	 that	 provides	 such	

training.	Subjectivities	are	not	necessarily	determined	through	training	advice	or	

guidance,	meaning	work-readiness	discourses	does	not	necessarily	produce	the	

expected	consequences	(Fodge,	2008:	106).	Shifting	the	focus	to	individuals	also	

feeds	into	the	policy	myth	that	policy	can	solve	complex	problems	such	as	work-

readiness.	Despite	 this	 complexity,	 Indigenous	employment	policy	 continues	 to	

diagnose,	 re-diagnose	 and	 set	 new	 targets	 to	 deflect	 attention	 away	 from	past	

failures.	 Doing	 so	 shifts	 attention	 away	 from	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy’s	

own	 limitations,	 obscures	 potential	 alternative	 solutions,	 and	 limits	 policy	

effectiveness.		

	

Many	 unemployed	 interview	 respondents	 made	 clear	 their	 desire	 to	 work.	

Despite	a	willingness	to	work,	 Indigenous	 jobseekers	are	put	at	a	disadvantage	

when	the	Australian	state	prioritises	the	maintenance	of	its	own	legitimacy	and	

authority	over	improving	outcomes.	This	also	sets	a	precedent	for	maintaining	a	

status	quo,	in	which	genuine	engagement	and	beneficial	outcomes	are	sidelined	

by	symbolic	concerns	that	serve	the	state’s	interests.		
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8.3	Incorporating	Indigenous	metis	knowledge	to	improve	outcomes	
	

	

A	key	challenge	for	policy	makers	is	to	reconsider	the	assumptions	about	urban	

Indigenous	populations	 in	 light	of	data	presented	here	 that	reveals	a	pervasive	

orientation	 to	 work	 that	 clashes	 with	 that	 contained	 within	 work-readiness	

discourse.	Indigenous	employment	policy	needs	to	be	balanced	by	a	recognition	

of	the	impact	of	Indigenous	work	behaviours	that	may	lead	to	different	outcomes	

to	those	anticipated	by	government	(Smith,	1995:	15).	Indigenous	people’s	own	

aspirations	 and	 self-perceptions	 are	 important	 factors	 for	 policy	 to	 consider	

when	planning	and	implementing	policies	for	the	urban	labour	market	(Rowse,	

2000:	185).		

	

Indigenous	employment	policy	also	needs	to	review	how	Indigenous	people	are	

discouraged	from	actively	looking	for	work	and	how	to	grant	better	access	to	the	

social	 and	 cultural	 institutions	 that	 facilitate	 improved	 employment	 outcomes	

(Stephens,	2010:	307).	Formal	education	can	be	combined	with	other	programs	

and	 policies	 aimed	 at	 combating	 shame	 and	 shamejob,	 and	 its	 impact	 on	

Indigenous	 labour	 market	 disadvantage.	 Increasing	 confidence	 levels	 can	

improve	individuals’	resilience	during	job	searches	and	learning	on	the	job.	This	

supports	 them	 to	negotiate	 the	workplace	and	 increase	 their	power	over	what	

happens	 there	 as	well	 as	more	 choice	 over	what	 happens	 to	 them	 (Brighouse,	
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2006:	 29).	 Enabling	 people	 in	 such	 a	way	 ultimately	 allows	 them	 to	 live	 a	 life	

they	consider	to	be	good	according	to	their	own	judgement.		

	

Policy	 can	 facilitate	 individuals’	 abilities	 to	 make	 informed	 choices	 by	

incorporating	 multiple	 and	 diverse	 Indigenous	 understandings	 of	 work	 and	

wellbeing	 into	 work-readiness	 programs.	 Indigenous	 employment	 policy	

documents	present	only	one	option	for	what	wellbeing	looks	like	and	how	it	can	

be	 attained,	 namely,	 through	 mainstream	 employment.	 However,	 there	 are	

aspects	of	Indigenous	cultures	that	urban	Indigenous	people	may	wish	to	pursue	

and	 which	 may	 not	 align	 neatly	 with	 the	 mainstream	 way	 of	 life	 of	 non-

Indigenous	 Australians.	 Policy	 can	 improve	 by	 allowing	 Indigenous	 people	 to	

define	their	own	vision	of	wellbeing	by	incorporating	their	orientations	to	work,	

including	 notions	 of	 time,	 money,	 the	 nature	 of	 relationships	 at	 work	 and	

encouraging	the	growth	of	Indigenous	workplaces.	

	

	

8.4	Progressing	critical	studies	of	discourses	
	

	

Studies	 that	 utilise	 governmentality	 analytical	 frameworks	 are	 often	 limited	 to	

studies	 of	 texts	 and	 discourses	 when	 examining	 dominant	 discourses	 and	

mentalities	and	the	techniques	used	to	achieve	the	desired	world	of	 those	who	

govern	 (Clark,	 2008:	18).	 Studying	 the	ways	 in	which	 subjects	 are	 constructed	

and	 empowered	 as	 self-governing	 agents	 is	 a	 key	 component	 of	 this	 mode	 of	

analysis.	However,	 focusing	solely	on	the	discourses	and	techniques	of	rule	can	
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suggest	 that	 they	 are	 often	 successful	 in	 creating	 such	 subjects.	 This	 study	

combines	 the	study	of	 texts	and	discourses	with	 the	perspectives	of	 those	who	

are	 governed	 in	 order	 to	 reveal	 how	 governance	 strategies	 such	 as	 work-

readiness	 are	 inherently	 limited	 and	 do	 not	 necessarily	 produce	 intended	

outcomes.	Critical	studies	of	governance	and	the	discourses	that	manifest	them	

need	 to	 examine	 whether	 individuals	 identify	 themselves	 and	 enact	 their	

positions	in	the	terms	set	by	governmental	regimes	or	not.		

	

Aileen	 Moreton-Robinson	 is	 an	 Indigenous	 Australian	 scholar	 whose	 focus	 of	

study	 includes	 feminist	 and	 Indigenous	 epistemologies	 and	 research	

methodologies.	 She	 argues	 that	 future	 critical	 analyses	 of	 the	 way	 in	 which	

Indigenous	 people	 are	 governed	 can	 channel	 Indigenous	 perspectives	 to	make	

non-Indigenous	discourses	–	including	systems	of	thought,	logic	and	knowledge	

–	 the	 object	 of	 study	 (Moreton-Robinson,	 2004:	 81).	 Utilising	 Indigenous	

perspectives	 to	 critique	 dominant	 discourses	 in	 other	 areas	 of	 public	 policy	

provides	a	framework	for	understanding	why	it	is	limited	in	many	other	spheres	

of	 public	 life.	 This	 can	 also	 illustrate	 how	 policy	 has	 the	 potential	 to	 become	

more	successful	by	meaningfully	adopting	Indigenous	perspectives	into	policies,	

their	processes	and	intended	outcomes.		

	

Rethinking	 how	 governance	 operates	 according	 to	 its	 inherent	 limitations	 can	

reveal	the	various	ways	in	which	we	govern	and	are	governed	in	pluralist	liberal	

democratic	societies.	I	have	so	far	focused	on	how	work-readiness	discourse	acts	

to	 exclude,	 and	 disrupts	 policy	 effectiveness,	 due	 to	 an	 institutionalised	

imbalance	 in	 power	 relations	 in	 terms	 of	 knowledge	 transfer	 and	 acquisition.	



	
	

369	

That	is,	this	study	takes	a	negative	perspective	on	metis	knowledge,	by	focusing	

on	 its	unreachable,	or	untransferrable	qualities.	Despite	 this,	 it	 can	be	possible	

for	 metis	 knowledge	 to	 be	 transferred	 in	 an	 institutional	 setting	 defined	 by	

work-readiness.	 Utilising	 a	 metis	 knowledge	 analytical	 framework	 can	 also	

highlight	 how	 Indigenous	 people	 succeed	 in	 combining	 work-readiness	 and	

Indigenous	metis	knowledge	and	attain	their	self-defined	level	of	satisfaction	or	

wellbeing.	This	could	 include	investigating	 into	how	individuals	 internalise	and	

learn	 work-readiness	 metis	 knowledge,	 including	 external	 factors	 that	

contribute	to	this.	Such	enquiries	could	also	investigate	what	form	resistance	to	

neoliberal	forms	of	control	might	look	like	in	such	circumstances.		

	

Other	 possibilities	 include	 investigating	 the	 inverse	 of	 this,	 by	 studying	 how	

Indigenous	 acts	 of	 resistance	 to	 state	 projects	 of	 improvement	 can	 have	 a	

constitutive	 role	 in	governmental	 control.	That	 is,	 Indigenous	metis	knowledge	

can	be	 incorporated	 into	 governmental	 regimes	 to	 further	 extend	 control	 over	

their	 lives.	 This	 could	 include	 studying	 how	 the	 Australian	 state	 constitutes	

Indigenous	metis	knowledge	as	an	object	of	governmental	knowledge.		

	

Metis	 knowledge	 is	 not	 a	 uniquely	 Indigenous	 phenomenon;	 it	 is	 broadly	

applicable	 to	 a	 range	 of	 contexts	 and	 other	 disadvantaged	 groups,	 who	 are	

marginally	attached	to	the	labour	force.	I	have	focused	on	cultural	differences	as	

a	 source	 of	 governance	 limitations.	 However,	 the	 demands	 of	 work-readiness	

may	not	always	sit	easily	with	other	non-Indigenous	peoples	who	are	marginally	

attached	to	the	workforce,	long-term	unemployed,	or	situated	within	in	a	context	

of	intergenerational	unemployment.	That	is,	individuals	from	different	ethnic	or	
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class	backgrounds	may	also	be	confronted	with	different	conceptions	of	work	to	

their	own.	Those	who	are	positioned	in	such	categories	may	possess	know-how	

or	 metis	 knowledge	 that	 differs	 to	 that	 associated	 with	 the	 expectations	 and	

demands	set	out	by	mainstream	employment	policies.	
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