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This paper provides a phenomenological analysis of the navigation of
academia as experienced by two Black scholars, situated in dissimilar
disciplinary and cultural traditions and origins. What is shared is an
interest in the academic space that exists within which Black
scholars may freely roam, and the structure and function of the
boundaries that are present. The policing of Black thought and Black
emotion within those boundaries, the violence with which the
boundaries are enforced, and the strategies and rationales employed
by Black academics in expanding, resisting, subverting, and
acquiescing to said boundaries is explored by way of the authors’
testimonies. Drawing on our lived experience of academia, we
suggest that the academy functions as a frontier of racist violence,
where the thinking that grounds state-based racist violence is
taught, legitimated and fostered. Through a dialogue which brings
to the fore the tensions and contradictions of the outlooks and
strategies employed by Black academics, we testify to the
emancipatory potential of Black pain, Black rage and Black thought.

Black; Aboriginal; Torres
Strait Islander; academia;
colonialism; dialogue;
testimony; nihilism

There should be a Stage IV of black identity – Unmitigated Blackness. I’m not sure what
Unmitigated Blackness is, but whatever it is, it doesn’t sell. On the surface Unmitigated Blackness is a seeming unwillingness to succeed. It’s Donald Goines, Chester Himes, Abbey Lincoln,
Marcus Garvey, Alfre Woodard, and the serious black actor. It’s Tiparillos, chitterlings, and a
night in jail. It’s the crossover dribble and wearing house shoes outside. It’s ‘whereas’ and
‘things of that nature.’ It’s our beautiful hands and our fucked up feet. Unmitigated Blackness
is simply not giving a fuck … Unmitigated Blackness is essays passing for ﬁction. It’s the realisation that there are no absolutes, except when there are. It’s the acceptance of contradiction
not being a sin and a crime but a human frailty like split ends and libertarianism. Unmitigated
Blackness is coming to the realisation that as fucked up and meaningless as it all is, sometimes
it’s the nihilism that makes life worth living. (Beatty 2017a: 277)

Introduction
The pages that follow are a moment in an ongoing dialogue – one which has to do with the
range of possibilities open to the racialised. These pages take seriously what we have
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decided to read as the normative account put forward by Beatty in the epigraph. Our
admittedly loose reading makes the leap from Beatty’s musings around what it might
look like were our governing socio-political structures to undergo such democratic transformation that Black people were freed from the imperative to constantly confront whiteness, to positing that transformed state of aﬀairs as an ethical norm. Put diﬀerently, we
draw on Beatty’s illustration, the creative glimpse that he grants his reader of what it
might look like to operate in a context in which racial oppression ceases to be determinative of the range of modes of self-expression and subjection available to the racialised. In
doing so we read Beatty’s ‘Unmitigated Blackness’ alongside the Fanonian lament and
claim that the Black ought not to be faced with the dilemma: whiten or disappear.1
Our particular concern here is with the space open to people of colour operating within
the academy.2 Is ‘Unmitigated Blackness’ consistent with the university today? Can a Black
scholar simply be herself within the academy, or is who she is, is her appearance, as she
takes herself to be, at odds with the ends of the institution?3 What are the options open
to the Black scholar?
Our task is to both present testimony regarding our own negotiation of academia, and
to philosophically interrogate those negotiations.4 In witnessing to the challenges faced by
Black academics in the Australian academy, in struggling to conceptualise or make sense
of that struggle, we hope to aﬃrm those who are intimately acquainted with the struggle.

‘Good in the Hood’5
CB: So my story starts in Meeanjin, the traditional name for Brisbane, the area in which I
was born and raised. But my presence and that of other Aboriginal people was not always
welcome in the city of Brisbane. In fact, Boundary St in Brisbane’s West End is a stark
reminder of the borders around which Aboriginal peoples’ movement was restricted.
This street formed just one of the ‘boundaries’ beyond which Blackfullas were not permitted after 4pm, six days a week and completely on Sundays. Under the Police Towns
Act of 1839, police troopers rode the perimeter of these boundaries cracking stock
whips. Under the 1897 Protection Act, Aboriginal people residing in fringe camps
around Brisbane were forcibly removed to nearby reserves including Deebing Creek, Durundur, Fraser Island, Myoura, and Cherbourg. It was not until the late 1900s that the Protection Act was abandoned, enabling Aboriginal people to return to the city.
Brisbane’s West End has long been home for Aboriginal people, however in more
recent history it has been a key site of contemporary urban Indigenous presence, and
most notably Indigenous activism and resistance. For the past few years in the lead up
to 26 January a large Aboriginal ﬂag mysteriously appears across the main intersection
of Vulture and Boundary Streets. This image of a large full-colour Aboriginal ﬂag
etched into the bitumen at the intersection of Boundary Street speaks to Black presence
both now and then, but it also speaks to Black presence in the academy.6
Most of my academic appointments have been within Indigenous Studies Units – I’ve
sought to be located in those spaces for the same reason as to why I live in a Black community. I’m ‘good in the hood’. Being good in the hood is not because I don’t think I’m
good enough to be anywhere else. Far from it, I’ve long known that my Blackness
meant that excellence was a prerequisite for breaking even. For the most part, things
have been good in the hood – for the most part, I do not have to explain my presence,
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translate our being, or suﬀer the violence of the stock whip. It’s for this same reason that I
live in the ‘hood’.7 The hood is my home literally, not just intellectually. But even in the
hood, there are boundaries that are enforced for the native and the native intellectual. We
are not free to roam by any stretch.8
I once held an academic position where a month wouldn’t go by without the same nonIndigenous professional staﬀ member asking me who the institution should get to perform
a welcome to country.9 I was the only Indigenous academic staﬀ member with a PhD (but
not the only Indigenous staﬀ member) and he made sure he asked my advice every time.
Now he had worked at that institution for a good decade longer than me, so he knew full
well whose land we were on, but he had to make sure I knew whose institution I was in.
This deferring to my ‘cultural expertise’ was not a sign of respect, but a constant reminder
to me that I know my place. It was via a supposed adherence to my cultural protocols that
he would visit these little indignities upon me.
Some aren’t so subtle … I have had research students refer to me as their ‘cultural
guides’, while describing themselves as the ‘situated knower’. Others have cited the
works of non-Indigenous students that I’ve supervised while leaving me completely oﬀ
their reference list. Even the academic in training can crack the stock whip in the
academy against the native it would seem. In the hood, I can’t enrol students and I
can’t be a primary research supervisor. In the hood, I get to do all and any ‘Indigenising’
jobs. I get to hold the mop and turn out the lights, but I cannot know.
BM: Sadly, I think you’re right. Yet if I think about what it’s been like working with you – when
I sat with you ‘in the hood’, or when I was just a regular visitor, claiming that I was seeking
asylum from my ‘white overseers’ – I can’t help but also think of Open Mike Eagle’s (2017)
characterisation of the hood: ‘We live in a space that should have never existed/We’re used
to the taste of a human in space’. It calls to mind a sense of insurgency, of subversion; the
feeling of being in a space in which one is more likely to be seen in one’s full humanity, in
which I feel like a person among other people. Those are the qualities that I associate with
the hood. But I also recognise that my distance allows me to romanticise the hood. It
means that I have a diﬀerent relationship to the assaults that the hood comes under.10
Academically, the hood has generally been a place which I’ve only visited or in which
I’ve only spent relatively short stints. My academic homes have been private school,
medical school, and academic philosophy. That said, I think I’ve often been taken as somewhat of an imposter in those spaces. As a result, I think I end up dancing, I suspect far
more than you, to the tune of a stock whip that now no longer need be in hand for me
to be aware of its presence. There is little that is ‘unmitigated’ in my daily academic
praxis and I’m hyper-vigilant about disproving the lies around Black inadequacy. For
instance, like some itch that demands that I scratch, I have this urge to link this conversation to Descartes11 or Derrida,12 because experience has taught me that two Black scholars
in conversations are unlikely to be deemed philosophical.
So I might centre the dialogues of bell hooks and Cornel West, and draw on their
understanding of those as having ‘a quality of testimony’; a quality whose improvisational
character is reminiscent of jazz (hooks and West 1991: 1–2). I’ll make the parallel between
that and Tommy Lott’s (2010: 104) reading of John Coltrane:
… he began to conceive of music as a sonic language that conveys meaning and allows an
exploration of philosophical questions … What seems to have motivated his refusal to

JOURNAL OF INTERCULTURAL STUDIES

257

verbalize his philosophical views was his strongly held belief that music can be used to stretch
the bounds of language and resist the imposition of a conceptual scheme on thought.

I might point out that Lott casts Coltrane’s musical endeavours, particularly the later
ones, as dialogic, philosophical work that is in some ways akin to Plato’s Apology.
hooks, West and Lott point to the challenge of giving voice to testimony, to conveying
that set of philosophical views which reﬂect our lived realities, in written form. But honestly, I raise all of this because of my preoccupation with an imagined eavesdropper. Mine
is a ‘performance of legitimation’, described by Kristie Dotson (2012: 5) as follows:
Typiﬁed in the question, “how is this paper philosophy,” is a presumption of a set of commonly held, univocally relevant, historical precedents that one should use to evaluate
answers to the question … the question of how a given paper is philosophy betrays a
value placed on performances and/or narratives of legitimation. Legitimation, here, refers
to practices and processes aimed at judging whether some belief, practice, and/or process
conforms to accepted standards and patters

I’m constantly performing – sometimes reasonably convincingly, but often, especially at
those times when there is some departure from white norms, not. I’m increasingly
aware of how much energy these performances demand. I’m also conscious of the fact
that the performances are directed elsewhere – that they demand that I orient myself
away from you and others with whom I’d like to be in conversation, in order to speak
to members of the dominant group, even when they are not part of the conversation.
Yet, I keep insisting on ﬁguring out how I can stay within those boundaries – inside
white spaces. Sometimes, I think it’s a deﬁant gesture, a refusal to let them have those
spaces to themselves; a refusal to be kept out. But I’m also haunted by Fanon’s (2008:
94) words: ‘The white man is all around me; up above the sky is tearing at its navel; the
earth crunches under my feet and sings white, white. All this whiteness burns me to a
cinder’.
CB: I’m not sure it is a deﬁant gesture to insist upon occupying the spaces that they claim
are exclusively theirs, particularly if the entry fee requires one to think and act just like
them. What is the toll of such contortions on the Black body and Black minds? I mean
they may not crack the stock whip, but there is a damage that is inﬂicted in believing
that we can be let in with our presence unnoticed and uncontested, if we just are good
enough.13 And I mean are the prizes we are seeking to wrest from them actually prizes?
I wonder sometimes whether we are too quick to conﬂate nice things with white things?
Just last year I had the good fortune of venturing outside my neighbourhood to teach
ﬁrst-year medical students. I was asked to participate in a ‘panel conversation’ where the
speakers were allocated 20 minutes to present our take on the Australian Government’s
‘Closing the Gap’ (CTG) health commitment. I was to feature alongside two white men,
one a medical doctor, and both public health researchers. I arrived in advance of my
‘turn’ only to ﬁnd one of the presenters continuing well after his time and all the way
into what was to be my time, of which he acknowledged but still, continued.
At the hour when it was time for a break, he asked me if he could continue and I politely
suggested that perhaps I could do my presentation and he could then continue. He stood
stunned for a moment but took a seat. I presented my critique of CTG, well under the time
allocated but in that time, revealed the limitations of his knowing. The unit coordinator
was smiling gleefully as I sat down beside him, because this was exactly what he had
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wanted – diﬀerent takes on CTG. The presenter was allowed to continue his lecture and as
he returned to the stage, he addressed the students and jokingly remarked, ‘Now that was
an interesting interruption, wasn’t it?’
At the end of the semester I received the anonymous student evaluations where one
raised concerns about the events that had transpired. He wrote:
Unfortunately she was quite disrespectful to other lecturers, and that has made it hard to
agree with everything she said.
For the lecture where she was talking about Closing the Gap, and there was another presenter
on stage after her – she pretty much snapped at him on stage for something he said about
research and Indigenous health.
It was obvious that he was well-intentioned, but Chelsea was far too insensitive and was way
too rude to him on stage.
She needs to control how she acts by being more respectful of others, given how diﬀerent her
perspectives are.
If you want people to take in what you say better, don’t act as if you’re out to get everyone
who disagrees with you.

More recently in my bid for promotion, I had my performance reviewed by ten Professors
within my Faculty. Included in my academic portfolio were all of my teaching evaluations
which were of a pretty high standard, but the one question I received in relation to my
teaching was, ‘So what happened with medicine?’ I was being called to account for
student responses to my ‘interruption’ of the status quo. Yeah those stock whips.
BM: I was tempted to say that I haven’t got those kinds of student evaluations … yet.
In fact, that’s exactly what I said, until you challenged the assertion, a challenge which
was supported by the latest batch of student evaluations that I received. There is a group
of students that seems incapable of recognising me as a teacher – as someone who
might have insights that they don’t. When I exceed the bounds of their imaginings
of me, when I stray beyond those boundaries and there is some incongruence
between what they take me for and how I present myself, problems arise.14 The presentation of material that stands in opposition to their assumptions or expectations or
even uninformed opinions manifests as such a boundary violation. With medical students, the realm within said bounds shrinks when I don’t take the play of dressing
up and presenting as doctor seriously enough for long enough to win them over.
‘Doctor’ here is properly an older, white man, who dresses and comports himself in particular ways, and prioritises certain ﬁelds and approaches to knowledge. That I embody
a diﬀerent manner of being a doctor is one with which some seem unwilling or unable
to come to terms.
My medical degree helps, but like my body, it too is suspicious given that it’s a medical
degree from the University of Zimbabwe. There have been interactions with colleagues
that have seemed to me to be of a diﬀerent order to their interactions with medical graduates from Australian or European universities.15 I have found myself on more than one
occasion explaining that I went through the same programme as my British counterparts.
I wonder if that was because I thought the word ‘British’ would exorcise images of traditional African healers?
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I remember once giving a guest lecture. I didn’t think I was venturing out of my neighbourhood. I was at home, or so I thought. I gave my lecture, carefully tying my theoretical
insights to clinical practice, drawing on my experience as a hospital-based doctor. The
lecture was well received by the students, but it seemed to puzzle one of my colleagues
in attendance. ‘That was fascinating’, they said. ‘That worked so well. A medical lecture
without anything medical in it … ’ I worked hard to tie in just about everything I was
saying to medical practice, yet this person saw none of that. What I had done, the knowledge that I had brought to bear, all of that was missed by this person. Instead, my performance had fascinated them. I wonder if that is all my dancing around the problem that my
Blackness poses can achieve: fascination. Fascination for long enough that racist mechanisms are not drawn upon. Could it be that like the ‘snake charmer’ or ‘witch doctor’, all I
can ultimately hope to achieve, at least with respect to a subset of my students and colleagues, a subset of who knows what size, is fascination? Could it be that the best I can
do with these is transﬁx and beguile? Could it be that I cannot, however, know; that I
can’t possibly have something teach those who, because they understand themselves to
be white, take themselves to be my betters (Baldwin 2010)?
CB: In being Black we are always considered out of our hood when we are in the academy,
or as Yancy (2016: 1) describes, ‘out of place’. My Indigeneity is almost always marked as
problematic for my students – not to my face of course – instead it is revealed in the anonymous student evaluation. It means that, while timely, organised, and well structured, I’m
perceived to be … and to quote my students: ‘unapproachable, intimidating, not objective,
biased, condescending, accusatory, passionate, confrontational, adversarial, anecdotal,
inaccessible, disrespectful, unprofessional, and insensitive’.
The emotional experiences that students have in their encounter with Indigeneity via
my being is projected upon me, it is reframed as a failing of my intellect, lack of teaching
experience, and/or emotional instability. There never needs to be any evidence for such
claims in an anonymous evaluation – it is just my being there that is claimed as an
aﬀront. I remember some years ago, a student complained that they couldn’t express
what they thought in class because I, the lecturer, was an Aboriginal woman. The name
of this elective course she was enrolled in, of course was ‘Aboriginal Women’.
On the one hand, we can understand this as a student expecting to learn about me, but
not necessarily from me – and of course, our institutions have a long tradition of maintaining such a stance. But there is something more to this – I don’t think it is just that
we are not meant to be academics (that we are incapable of knowing), it is that non-Indigenous Australia has long comforted itself with us not being here. Most Australians at any
given time will claim to not know whose land they are standing on, yet can regale you with
the mythology of how the Tasmanian Aborigines were all but wiped out – it’s like a
national bedtime story with which they comfort themselves as they sleep on stolen
land, thus, of course, the presence of Black bodies is their worst nightmare.
BM: Yes, and I think that presents a moral and existential challenge to non-Indigenous
academics, especially people of colour. I can’t stand the ﬁlm Out of Africa (Pollack and
Jorgensen 1985), but like so many other Western cultural artefacts, I think it shows two
existential options open to the person of colour who would be accepted in white spaces.
One can either be a grateful, perpetual child, who defers to white knowers and white

260

B. MUKANDI AND C. BOND

knowing; or be the impeccable servant, who basically does the same, deferring to white
knowers and white knowing.
This gets complicated where there are non-Indigenous people of colour and people of
colour who are First Nations peoples. Indigenous scholars pose a fundamental political
threat, not only to the nation as whole, premised as it is on your supposed absence; but
also academic institutions, premised on the same logic. The starting point of our universities is not the investigation and dissemination of Indigenous knowledges but of settler
ones. The result, I think, is that we, non-Indigenous people of colour, are called to be
alibis. White good conscience needs ‘model minorities’ – children and servants who
would otherwise be lost without our overseers. Here, all of those performances of legitimation become even more troubling. While they may secure my conditional acceptance, their
eﬀect is complicity. My outwardly getting on, perhaps even succeeding in waters with a
strong white supremacist current, marks as deviant those who drown in them. My
dancing is not unrelated to the presentation of white tolerance, indeed, white generosity,
white largess, white benevolence, white sophistication – in a word: white power.
CB: Yes Black folk are meant to know their place, while Blackfullas are not meant to be here.
I’m not convinced that you or I can out-teach the racialised ideas and expectations imposed
upon us … whether I’m in the hood or not, aggressively or pleasantly, intellectually, and culturally. The claim of ‘Intellectual Nullius’ is as fanciful and fraudulent as that of Terra
Nullius (Rigney 2001: 4), but these lies serve the same purpose – they speak to their
refusal to see, not our inability to know or our inability to teach. And that’s the point
though, we know what their lies do for them, but I don’t think we’re honest enough
about what those lies do to us and for us also – what lies we as Blackfullas and Black Folk
live with in order to function in the institution that has been responsible for producing
the racialised knowledges that we are seeking to simultaneously combat and outrun.
Are we lying to ourselves in thinking that we can change any of this, that our appearance as one or two in the school, faculty or institution will actually do, or undo anything? I
mean, aren’t we lying to ourselves to think that a medical degree, or a PhD, even one in
philosophy would give the Blacks entry into the academy unproblematically? Are we lying
to ourselves about the brutality of the academy upon Black bodies?
BM: For a while, I took it as my self-appointed task to point out the problems of racism within
academic philosophy departments in Australia. The community of ‘Continental Philosophers’ is pretty small, and very white. I had decided to do my PhD in that space, among
people who drew on many of the same texts that I found helpful and wanted to explore
further. Things went well while I was a self-conscious student, pointing out contradictions
only gingerly and tactfully. I was encouraged, supported and even popular while I was
viewed in the same way as the local Ethiopian or Thai restaurant – adding ﬂavour; providing
patrons a diﬀerent ‘experience’ and a sense of worldly sophistication; equipping them with
names oﬀ the menu that they could drop in front of their friends in exchange for a little of that
awe given to adventurers and explorers … yet without shifting the fundamental socio-political structures in any palpable way. While I was like Ifemelu’s father in Chimamanda Ngozi
Adichie’s (2014: 47) novel, ‘an overzealous colonial subject wearing an ill-ﬁtting school
uniform of cheap cotton, jostling to impress his missionary teachers’ – I was embraced.
At some point, I gathered the courage to actually speak back. I think this ‘courage’ was
in part resignation borne of sheer exhaustion from carrying the weight of pretence. It was
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also something I learned sitting at the feet of the courageous – beginning with present
company. The result of telling an increasingly naked truth to that community has been
instructive.
There’s a temptation that is placed before the scholar of colour, wearing their ill-ﬁtting
school uniform. That individual is encouraged to understand the absence of others who
look like them as evidence of the individual’s special academic merit rather than the
result of a brutal, systematic set of processes. It is these processes that drew from Fanon
(2008) the lament that the Black ought not to be forced to choose between a self-transformation predicated on the dictates of whiteness, or disappearance. Are those our
options in the academy, don the garb knitted by Whiteness, or not register as being
there? Is that what the hood is? Institutionally sanctioned disappearance? A negotiated
settlement? A space where you can be without really being there?16
Burn It Down
CB: At the 2018 Invasion Day rally in Melbourne, Yigar Gunditjmara and Bindal woman
Tarneen Onus-Williams proclaimed ‘Fuck Australia, hope it burns to the ground’ (Cunningham and Carey 2018). She was cruciﬁed by any number of media outlets, politicians
and commentators. Onus-Williams explains:
It was a metaphor, not actually a statement to be taken literally. I just want everything, all the
governments to fall apart, because our people are dying and nobody cares and the whole
system needs to change. The leaders of this country continue to ignore and oppress us. I
am sick of our people getting locked up and dying in custody, of our young people suiciding.
(Cunningham and Carey 2018)

For a long time, I had been trying to ﬁnd the way to get beyond the veil – to outperform
and outsmart racism.17 But I have resigned myself to the fact that the academy, as a world
in which we are longing for a place, is theirs, not ours. Instead, I will settle for the clear,
blue sky moments (Du Bois 1994), and hope that these moments come round frequently
enough to sustain us in the hood.
I can testify to the thrill of beating them at a running race or at examination time or
making them pay for the violence that they’ve inﬂicted upon Black bodies. But I am
not seeking comfort in their home, and I’m not sure how I could ever be at home in
the place that has intellectualised and rationalised the brutality inﬂicted upon Black
people the world over.
What I am instead seeking is a way for us Blackfullas to be more at home in our own
lands, more at home in our own skin. I want what is ours, not what is theirs.
BM: What about the idea of The White Possessive (Moreton-Robinson 2015)? What about
the fact that what is yours is read by them as what is theirs?
CB: I have become less interested in what I do to resist or charm them and instead I’ve
become more concerned with who is the beneﬁciary of my intellectual labour. Do you
remember I was coordinating the Family and Kinship subject for the Indigenous
Studies Major in which you also taught? I removed almost all of the anthropological
texts about us (only keeping a few for students to deconstruct) and I changed almost all
of the assessment tasks. I remember yarning with you about the uncertainty of this reinvented course but I spoke to you about how we had seven Blackfullas enrolled and that
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their experience of the course is what should matter most to us. We would know we did
right if they were able to see themselves, their mob and their story in the course – that they
would not be dispossessed of themselves in the course of undertaking Indigenous studies
as Indigenous students.18 The academy as an apparatus of the colonial project has always
been committed to the task of dispossession via knowledge production, and having witnessed the violence of the Indigenising curricular agendas within recent years, I know
too well how it functions to dispossess us from knowing even ourselves – you see, dispossession is more than the stuﬀ of land.
I still remember one of those student’s ﬁnal assessments in which she stated:
I felt incredibly intimidated and exposed. Despite having an Aboriginal father, I hadn’t grown
up as part of an Aboriginal community. My mother had been shamed for marrying an Aboriginal man in the country town where they met so when they separated, my Aboriginality was
a complex and silent subject in our lives.
I thought about how I had positioned myself as an outside observer and why … I realised,
there was something that we all have in common. The necessity of resistance to the deﬁcit
discourse that surrounds Aboriginality, an idea weaved into the fabric of Australian
society by the context of our colonial history. As a consequence of this idea my great grandmother was removed from her mother and put into domestic service at 11 years old and generations later, the same idea resulted in the silencing of my own Aboriginality as a child
growing up … .
Whilst my understanding of kinship and community has not altered signiﬁcantly, I’ve come
to understand my current positioning in a diﬀerent light.

Not only did she see herself, she was able to reposition herself. And this to me is the bluest
sky of all – the emancipatory possibilities of our presence for each other. That we could
effectively cultivate an intellectual landscape in which we could see ourselves as whole
and human, and which is not predicated upon the validation, and comfort of whitefellas,
white knowing, white virtue, white institutions, or white power. In teaching Indigenous
studies, I am here to discount, disprove, and disrupt the racialised knowledges produced
about us. It means having to be the Black speed bump and being okay with that.
BM: That is incredibly profound. The idea of working towards establishing pockets of
spaces in which that kind of reparative work, that healing work, can happen in universities,
is profound.
I wish we could just leave it there, but then … I think about a passage from Paul
Beatty’s (2017b: 229) White Boy Shuﬄe:
I’m beginning to see the sheer casual genius of Chikamatsu writing for the puppet theatre. If I
blur my eyes I can see the black strings attached to my joints and stretching to the skies. Ah,
the freedom of fatalism. Now I can do what the fuck I want and blame it on the puppetmaster … Nicholas sees the strings, but he spends all his time looking for a pair of scissors.
Every now and then the puppet-master hands him a pair of wooden scissors – Charlie Parker,
Thelonious Monk, Sarah Vaughan, an open jump shot – and Scoby thinks he’s free, thinks
he’s clipped his strings. The slack string is just a slack string.

If from the vantage of Whiteness our options are ‘whiten or disappear’, from where we
stand, in the hood or in white academic suburbs, is the choice something like, ‘Keep
looking for scissors or just become that thing that the machine would have you be?’ Do
we reconcile ourselves to the pursuit of slack string? Is our task ultimately about
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reconciliation? I don’t mean that in the, ‘In the spirit of reconciliation … ’ sense in which
the term is normally used in this sort of context. What I mean is, must the academic of
colour reconcile themselves to the reality of the character of the institution, what is possible within it, and what dwelling in the institution will cost them? And going back to the
beginning, while Boundary Street today doesn’t mean what it once did, does the scope of
acceptable discourse that exists within the academy for the person of colour represent
freedom, freedom in the making, or greater slack?
CB: Oh but the meaning of Boundary Street still holds. In fact, Boundary Street is every
street in the colony for Blackfullas and perhaps it too is every school and faculty in the
academy. There is no escaping the violence of whiteness, the cracking of the stock
whip, regardless of how hard we toil either in the ﬁeld or in their house. But it means
taking the claim of ‘interruption’ and wearing it as a badge of honour. It means taking
the gasps of horror at my presence as blue sky moments too, because the mere presence
of my body is a truth that testiﬁes against their lies, particularly in this place that is the
academy. And maybe I’m lying to myself, but maybe that lie doesn’t just keep us in the
academy – like oxygen it keeps us alive.
I remember the advice I was given from a senior Indigenous scholar during my performance review some years back. As I rattled through all of the things I had done and
my plans for the future, they looked at me sternly, straight in my eyes, and stated,
‘Once you accept that they will never accept you – you will be free’. It is not the truth
about Blackness as much as it is the truth about the limitations of The Academy, what
it is incapable of seeing, that sets us free. As Beatty observes ‘sometimes it’s the nihilism
that makes life worth living’ (2017a: 277).
I know that I will never get their acceptance. And I will never mistake the wins for anything more than ‘moments’. I don’t think the choice for us is one of either ‘Good in the
Hood’ or ‘Burn it Down’, rather they are the only possibilities for our survival and existence in the colony or the academy as Blackfullas. One speaks to the necessity of armoury,
while the other speaks to arsenal, and both are necessary in war. To relinquish such things
in the colony and the academy would indeed make life not worth living.

Notes
1. ‘In other words, the Black must no longer ﬁnd herself faced with this dilemma: whiten [se
blanchir] or disappear, but must be able to gain consciousness of an opportunity to exist
otherwise [pouvoir prendre conscience d’une possibilité d’exister]’ (Fanon 2011: 142, translation ours).
2. We are conscious of the risks inherent in generalisation. This work is informed by the experiences of an Aboriginal (Munanjahli) and South Sea Islander woman and African man
working in the Australian university sector. Our expectation is that this account will resonate
with that of other people of colour in academia both here in Australia and abroad, though
perhaps the resonance may be most pronounced among Blackfullas (Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander peoples) and Black folk more broadly, here in Australia.
3. The reader might object to the idea of anyone having the ability to ‘simply be’, in any context,
by pointing to the distance that Jacques Derrida (1995) reads between the name and the
named; or his juxtaposition of Antonin Artaud’s ‘horrible sickness of the mind’, and the
latter’s quest to simply be (Derrida 1998: 31). The idea of the Black ‘simply being’ herself
could thus be cast as madness. One could also point to the idea of the need for The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goﬀman 1959); and that ‘[t]hose we encounter are clothed
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beings … Life in society is decent’ (Levinas 2001: 31). Our concern has to do with the range
of roles that are available to the Black, the costumes available to her, and those in which she is
inadmissible, illegible or unintelligible within the academy.
4. Our project here is in keeping with a facet of the ‘phenomenological practice’ that Sara
Ahmed terms ‘diversity work’ (2012: 174). ‘Diversity work can take the form of description:
it can describe the eﬀects of inhabiting institutional spaces that do not give you residence’
(2012: 176). Interestingly, in the following paragraph, Ahmed describes ‘diversity work’ in
terms of hesitation. Philosophically, this paper follows a path located somewhere between
Ahmed’s account and Alia Al-Saji’s (2018: 332) ‘Hesitation as Philosophical Method’. The
latter notes that her
positionality as “foreigner”, “nonresident alien,” Arab, Muslim, Iraqi woman sits
uncomfortably – absurdly and pessimistically incongruent - with my long belonging
to SPEP [the Society for Phenomenology and Existential Philosophy], this on ﬁrst
view U.S.-centered … organisation. This incongruence makes me hesitate. My essay
receives its impetus from this unease, this hesitation.
5. On the song ‘Smiling (Quirky Race Doc)’, Open Mike Eagle (2016) declares, ‘I was good in
the hood, in college I was ruined/While walking I assumed you acknowledge the other
humans’. The hostility and resulting alienation that this Black man experiences in white
dominated spaces is a theme that runs through the song and the album as a whole. Interestingly, on his following album, Open Mike Eagle (2017) reﬂects on the ‘hood’ in warm notes,
all the while lamenting both the hardships within and the tearing down of buildings in the
projects.
Those with a ﬂair for puns may read the above with the idea of ‘academic-hood’ in mind.
These readers might ﬁnd Chelsea Bond’s (2018) ‘The Irony of the Aboriginal Academic’
illuminating.
6. 26 January marks Australia’s oﬃcial national day of celebration, also known as Invasion Day.
Writing in 1967, K. S. Inglis noted: ‘It may be that our uncertainty or ignorance of what the
day commemorates helps us to celebrate it; for if we think speciﬁcally and vividly of that day
in 1788, we may ﬁnd it easier to feel outraged, or uncomfortable, than to rejoice in our
nationality’ (Inglis, 1967: 25). Bond et al. (2018) explore the operations and political deployment of this ignorance. It is an ignorance that seems impervious to both the symbolism
described above, and explicit challenge such as that below:
We will continue to assert our position in international law and we will continue to ask the
State of Australia: by what lawful authority have you taken our Nations from our Lands?
Acts of colonialism and genocide continue under the terra nullius foundation of the Australian State. Evidence of ongoing violations continue against our children, women, men and
our lands.
Why celebrate this violent colonial history of genocide? Who does this? (Watson 2018)
7. The ‘hood’ referred to here is an outer suburb of Brisbane which is materially one of the
poorest in the state, but socially rich and a culturally diverse community. In 2017, the
suburb was the focus of an Australian television documentary Struggle Street, which
chronicled the hardship and despair faced by some of its residents (Bond 2017).
8. Irene Watson (2005) asks, ‘what Aboriginal community can be pieced together in this colonising space? To take the point further, what kind of Australian community do we have in
this same colonising space and to what extent does the force of homogeneity determine
the evenness of the cultural landscape’? She goes on to ask
In looking at the question of settled and unsettled spaces: who is free to roam? … To
what extent is our sovereign Aboriginal being accommodated by the nation state’s
sanctioned native title space? … Who am I when I stand outside the native title recognition, who am I – the untitled native? Do I remain the unsettled native, left to unsettle the settled spaces of empire (Watson 2005: 40, emphasis ours)?
9. Marcia Langton describes a welcome to country as follows:
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The Aboriginal way of welcoming visitors to their homelands is often a very simple
aﬀair, with just a few words of welcome, sometimes in the local language and in
English … Occasionally more elaborate ceremonies are held, which involve singing
traditional songs. Participating in these rituals is the best way of showing respect for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander hosts and guides. (2018: 64)
10. Lorraine Hansberry’s (2015) understanding of the politics of the ghetto is instructive:
To be imprisoned in the ghetto is at best to be forgotten, or at most to be deliberately
cheated out of one’s birthright. Equipment, books, actual building space are all cut
back on when it comes to the ghetto child … From its inception [our grade school]
had been earmarked as a ghetto school … and therefore one in which as many
things as possible might be safely thought of as expendable. After all, that’s why the
building was built, that’s why the ghetto itself was and is maintained, not to give education but to withhold as much as possible, just as the ghetto exists not to give people
homes but to keep them out of as much decent housing as possible.
11. Perhaps not Descartes himself, but Lilli Alanen’s (2004) characterisation of his correspondence with Elisabeth of Bohemia as a philosophical dialogue –
a philosophical dialogue in the Socratic sense of a common search for truth too or, to
use a metaphysically less loaded term, of clariﬁcation. It can be seen as an opportunity
for critical rational discourse, for mutual giving and asking for reasons, a shared eﬀort
to articulate, clarify and reﬂect on one’s own views or commitments, to ﬁnd some
common understanding of things one can mutually accept and commit oneself to.
(Alanen’s 2004: 213)
12.
I shall attempt to formulate, in a manner as elliptical, economical, and formal as possible, what I shall call the law of the law of genre … I would speak of a sort of participation without belonging – a taking part in without being part of, without having
membership in a set. The trait that marks membership invariably divides, the boundary of the set comes to form, by invagination, an internal pocket larger than the whole;
and the consequences of this division and of this overﬂowing remain as singular as
they are limitless. (Derrida 1992: 227–228)
This incorporation of ‘The Law of Genre’ is my attempt to assert both inclusion and exclusion - to claim this present work as a work of philosophy, but one so marginal it may not to be
seen as philosophy.
13. ‘The Academy is killing women of colour’, suggests Jennifer Vest (2013a: 485), who elsewhere
describes herself as ‘a Black/Native/mixed-blood queer disabled feminist philosopher’, whose
experience of the academy has been one of ‘institutional and individual hostility to Otherness
– especially when that otherness is multiply positioned’ (Vest 2013b: 32).
14. Linda Martín Alcoﬀ (2006) explains it this way:
Epistemic authority is shifted away from a professor of color when he or she addresses
issues of race, away from women addressing issues of gender. Suddenly, white students
lose their analytical docility and become vigilant critics of biased methodology. The
visible identity of the teacher counteracts all claims of objectivity or earned authority
as knower. (Alcoﬀ 2006: 193)
Vanessa Andreotti comes to a similar conclusion, noting that ‘as an educator and educational
researcher … the greatest challenge that I face is one of intelligibility’. She links this lack of
intelligibility to ‘analyses that implicate the audience in ongoing harm’ and ‘conversations
where their self-image and world views will not be aﬃrmed’ (2016: 105).
15. This, unfortunately, is not unusual. Frances Henry et al., for instance, chronicle the diﬃculties experienced by Indigenous and racialised faculty in Canadian universities. Among

266

B. MUKANDI AND C. BOND

others, they raise ‘the questions about these scholars’ foreign credentials if not obtained in
Europe or North America’ (2017: 310).
16. ‘Our marginalised existence ensures that, for the most part, we keep our heads down and do
our work’ (Henry 2015: 592). Does this tendency reﬂect a response, an implicit acceptance of
an imperative to disappear?
17.
I remember well when the shadow swept across me. I was a little thing … The
exchange was merry, till one girl, a tall newcomer, refused my card, – refused it peremptorily, with a glance. Then it dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I
was diﬀerent from the others; or like, mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but
shut out from their world by a vast veil. I had thereafter no desire to tear down that
veil, to creep through; I held all beyond it in common contempt, and lived above it
in a region of blue sky and great wandering shadows. That sky was bluest when I
beat my mates at examination time, or beat them at a foot-race, or even beat their
stringy heads. Alas, with the years all this ﬁne contempt began to fade; for the
worlds I longed for … were theirs, not mine’ (Du Bois 1994: 2).
18. Martin Nakata (2007) describes his experience of this dispossession as follows: ‘Enrolling at
university, it did not take long for me to feel a sense of disquiet. My initial success brought
with it only subdued elation because of the sense of alienation I felt, in particular from
much of the cross-cultural and Australian Indigenous components of my course. To me,
they seemed to be less about ‘me’, ‘us’ or ‘our situation’ and more about what people with academic knowledge — the ‘experts’ — thought about these things. It was as if Indigenous people
were an object of study viewed from the conﬁnes of a ﬁxed vantage point’ (2007: 2). Nakata
also notes: ‘We were taught the Queensland curriculum — by teachers who probably did not
know we existed until they found out they had a transfer to the region’ (2007: 6).
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