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Ecopoetic Resistance in the Poetry of Ellen
van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn
Araluen: Resurgence and the Claim for a
Decolonial Inhabitation
Résistances écopoétiques dans les poèmes de Jazz Money, Evelyn Araluen et
Ellen van Neerven : résurgence et revendication d’un habiter décolonial

Charlène Corolleur

OUTLINE

Getting rid of the colonial oikos
and letting the Law and the Dreamtime resurface
Re‐planting First Nations’ connection to the land
Decolonial ecology: is it only a symbol or a metaphor?

TEXT

Set against the back drop of the climate crisis, the poems of Ellen
van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn Araluen expose the viol ence of
colon iz a tion and inter rogate past, present and future Australia with
an insightful First Nations’ eye. Widely acclaimed recently, these
three young poets are often seen as inher itors of the envir on mental
activist poetry of Oodgeroo Noonuccal, Kevin Gilbert,
Lionel Fogarty 1, and Alexis Wright. First Nations poetry remains
peri pheral to the main stream Australian literary market despite
signi ficant public a tions and asso ci ated activ ities which gained
visib ility with the advent of social media. 2 Yet, contem porary First
Nations writers represent a dynamic ingres sion as they go on the
attack against modern Australia’s myth- making and continuing
politics of domin a tion that are percept ible in its history, liter ature
and rela tions to the land.

1

The poems gathered in Dropbear (Evelyn Araluen, 2021), How to Make
a Basket (Jazz Money, 2020), and Throat (Ellen van Neerven, 2020)
address a wide range of subjects related to ecolo gical concerns in the
wake of the devast ating 2019–2020 bush fires that swept across the
territory. Inev it ably, some First Nations people’s lands that were
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passed down from gener a tion to gener a tion, through songlines,
languages and kinship networks were affected. Their works also
explore how First Nations people are posi tioned within a land scape
that has been eroded by settler colo ni alism, unfairly occu pied, and
reshaped through colo nial toponymy.

Māori scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith in her influ en tial work
Decol on izing Methodologies exam ines how colo ni alism has shaped
Western ways of thinking and research methods. She argues that
know ledge produc tion needs to be reori ented to center Indi genous
perspect ives, values, and goals. For Smith, decol on iz a tion means
reclaiming and revital izing Indi genous know ledge systems, languages,
and ways of living. It is an effort that chal lenges the very found a tions
of colo nial power:

3

The acts of reclaiming, refor mu lating and recon sti t uting Indi genous
cultures and languages have required the mounting of an ambi tious
research programme, one that is very stra tegic in its purpose and
activ ities and relent less in its pursuit of social justice. (Smith 142)

In the context of Australia which is a settler- colony built on fron tier
viol ence and the systemic erasure of First Nations know ledges,
Smith’s approach invites a recon cep tu al iz a tion of place, not as a
geographic loca tion defined by colo nial carto graphies, but as a
rela tional nexus embedded in memory, kinship, and respons ib ility.
She fore grounds the need for epistemic justice: the valid a tion of
Indi genous ways of knowing, doing, and being that have been
system at ic ally silenced or co‐opted by colo nial processes. Her work
there fore offers a powerful lens through which to read the poetry of
Ellen van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn Araluen, whose texts
resist settler- colonial narrat ives not only by exposing envir on mental
degrad a tion but by asserting Indi genous sover eignty, epistem o logy,
and onto lo gical difference.

The present article also draws on the Abori ginal concept of Country
which is power fully artic u lated by Deborah Bird Rose in her
influ en tial work Nour ishing Terrains: Australian Abori ginal Views of
Land scape and Wilderness. She describes Country as a living,
rela tional entity sustained by recip rocal rela tion ships between
people, non‐human beings, and ances tral forces. As she writes,
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“Because of this rich ness, country is home, and peace; nour ish ment
for body, mind and spirit; heart’s ease” (Rose 7). In Abori ginal
epistem o lo gies, Country is a sentient pres ence that parti cip ates in
the produc tion of meaning, memory, and story. It is a co- creator of
life and know ledge and dynamic site of inter de pend ence, chal len ging
colo nial under stand ings of land as inert, vacant, or discon nected
from life. Building on this rela tional approach of place, it is
undeni able that liter ature plays a crit ical role in recon fig uring our
ways of inhab iting the world.

Consid ering its colo nial past and the ongoing contest a tion around
belonging and place ness, Australia offers a signi ficant site for
deco lo nial ecolo gical inquiry. Indeed, the country’s envir on mental
policies and narrat ives have often been shaped by settler- colonial
frame works that perpetuate the dispos ses sion of First Nations
peoples and their know ledges. Main stream envir on ment alism in
Australia (and glob ally) is frequently embedded in Western
epistem o lo gies that abstract “nature” from cultural, spir itual and
ances tral rela tions to land. From a deco lo nial perspective, this model
of envir on ment alism is not only limited but hege monic as it
repro duces the logics of extract ivism and settler futurity. Such
epistem o lo gies allowed to main tain settler access to land and cultural
erasure through appar ently bene volent envir on mental projects and
inev it ably led to the margin al isa tion of tradi tional ecolo gical
know ledges. It also rein scribed colo nial hier archies, espe cially when
First Nations’ voices are co‐opted or silenced within envir on mental
discourse. In this light, the problem is not merely ecolo gical
degrad a tion, but epistemic viol ence that denies altern ative
epistem o lo gies and onto lo gies of land and life.

5

In this respect, the poetry of van Neerven, Money, and Araluen offers
a vital inter ven tion. While these authors do not identify as
envir on mental activ ists in the conven tional sense, their work
parti cip ates in a global move ment which Cana dian First Nations
scholar Leanne Betasam o sake Simpson defines as a “project of
resur gence” which is a deeply grounded, community- based process
of cultural, polit ical, and onto lo gical renewal rooted in First Nations’
know ledges and land‐based prac tices. For Simpson, resur gence is not
a reac tion to colo nial viol ence, nor is it framed as a pathway toward
recon cili ation or integ ra tion within settler insti tu tions. Rather,
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it constitutes “a radical and complete over turning of the colo nial
struc ture of dispos ses sion” (Simpson 10), aimed at regen er ating First
Nations’ pres ence and autonomy on terms that are not dictated by
the settler state. Through this lens, the poetic inter ven tions of
van Neerven, Money, and Araluen can be seen as artic u lating
altern ative modes of dwelling and knowing that resist both the
material exploit a tion of land and the discursive erasure of First
Nations sover eignties. Their work offers powerful acts of reclam a tion
of place, but also of narrative, tempor ality, and epistem o logy.
For instance, in her poem “To the Parents”, Evelyn Araluen directly
rejects the liberal frame work of recon cili ation and the settler
narrative of irre par able rupture, demanding instead: “No
recon cili ation. No rupture. Just home” (Araluen 2021, 87). This call for
continuity and pres ence responds in part to Alexis Wright’s ques tion
in an article published in The Guardian in 2018� “How do you find the
words to tell the story of the envir on mental emer gency of our time?”
The issue raised in the whole article is clearly linked with
epistem o lo gical authority: whose know ledge is recog nized as
legit imate, and whose histories are permitted to shape the discourse
of ecolo gical crisis?

Drawing on First Nations epistem o lo gies and rela tional
under stand ings of Country, this article exam ines how the poetry of
Ellen van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn Araluen contests
dominant (neo)colo nial notions of place and envir on mental thought.
Their work chal lenges the univer sal izing logic of main stream
envir on ment alism and rejects extract ivist ideo lo gies rooted in
colo nial dispos ses sion. The analysis also adopts a dual perspective by
reading their poems both as expres sions of Indi genous ecopo etics
and as deco lo nial acts that resist settler narrat ives and assert First
Nations pres ence and sovereignty.

7

Getting rid of the colonial oikos 3

and letting the Law and the
Dream time resurface
2019 and 2020 were the worst years on record for the planet, and the
bush fire seasons that Australia exper i enced illus trate this
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unpre ced ented crisis. According to the Australian Public Service
Commis sion, the tolls rose to 33 human deaths, more than one billion
native animals and plant deaths, 113 species threatened with
extinc tion. 5,900 build ings were destroyed including over
2,800 homes and sacred sites. In two years, over 18 million hectares
were burnt. These figures show how cata strophic in scale and impact
these fires were both for the people and for nature. Despite First
Nations people in New South Wales and Victoria only repres enting
3.4% of the total population 4 they had greater exposure to bush fire
smoke because of poor living condi tions and lack of support from the
govern ment. First Nations peoples, including chil dren, exper i enced
trauma and developed respir atory issues. Yet, bush fires have always
been a feature of the natural envir on ment in Australia, and in the
past, Indi genous cultural burning may have helped reduce the
intensity of fires. For thou sands of years, First Nations peoples
nurtured and protected their country, but brutal inva sion and the
destruc tion of resources drastic ally altered the ecosys tems in a short
time and profoundly impacted prac tices of land manage ment.
Further more, sacred lands are still being destroyed by state
govern ment as was the case in October 2020 when direc tion trees
(which are sacred trees that carry the spirits of the ancestors) were
cut down to build a highway in Western Victoria. This event is evoked
by Jazz Money 5 in “Sweet Smoke”, the opening poem of their
debut collection How to Make a Basket. Also posted on their
Instagram account, the author expresses their grief at the loss of
their country; and calls for social and climate justice:
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Figure 1. – “Sweet Smoke”, posted on Jazz Money’s Instagram account

(October 2020).

The final line (“to a place of life”) points to the colo nial tend ency to
perceive certain envir on ments as life less, ignoring the living pres ence
and signi fic ance of these places within First Nations onto lo gies.
In reality, these were and remain sites of complex ecolo gical and
cultural life, many of which continue to be destroyed despite growing
aware ness of the climate crisis. Yet, the poets do not limit them selves
to depicting loss. Their work also chal lenges the logic of capit alist
green washing by exposing how envir on mental rhet oric is often used
to mask ongoing extract ivism. Crucially, their poetry invites us to
recon sider what it means to destroy a place. The felling of a tree,
within First Nations frame works, is not a neutral act. It can signify the
erasure of a rela tional and storied space. In this sense, the
destruc tion of non‐human beings like trees is insep ar able from the

9
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destruc tion of place, as these beings are integral to the living
networks that consti tute Country.

In “PYRO”, Evelyn Araluen also considers the 2020 bush fires as she
writes from a desk “COVERED IN ASH” from her “THRICE- BURNT
CHAR OF HOME LAND”. This poem, which seems to mimic a news
bulletin or a tweet, is a capit al ized text denoun cing the irony and
hypo crisy of the Govern ment who constantly boast they will solve the
envir on mental crisis: “/ SCOTT MORRISON SITS SANGUINE IN A
WREATH OF FRAN GI PANI // […] // AGAIN AGAIN WE ARE TOLD TO
BE GRATEFUL FOR THIS GIFT AS IF THE MACHINE HAS
FIRE PROOFED ANYTHING BUT ITSELF //”. And while First Nations
people are at the fore front of the ongoing ecolo gical crisis, minis ters
merely keep on chan ging suits for their offi cial meet ings as Ellen
van Neerven deplores in their satir ical poem Politi cians Having Long
Showers on Stolen Land. However, while fire can lead to major human,
species and habitat loss, it can be a source of restor a tion when it is
managed by First Nations people.

10

In this respect, the three selected books resonate with what poet and
CHamoru scholar Craig Santos Perez concep tu al izes as Indi genous
ecopo etics. Perez defines his approach as one that exam ines
liter ature as a vital space for expressing Indi genous iden tity and
envir on mental belonging. In Navig ating CHamoru Poetry, he writes:
“I root my analysis within the schol ar ship of Pacific, post co lo nial,
trans‐Pacific, and Indi genous ecopo etics to demon strate how
liter ature that focuses on the envir on ment is an important site for
artic u lating Indi genous iden tity” (Perez 42). He explains that
Indi genous ecopo etics fore grounds themes of inter con nec tion
between humans, non- human species, and the land and that it
considers water and territory as found a tions of Indi genous
gene a logy, iden tity, and community. Moreover, it inter rog ates
colo nial and capit alist repres ent a tions of nature as inert and
commodi fi able, using ecolo gical imagery to chal lenge extract ivist
paradigms. Finally, Indi genous ecopo etics restores a sense of sacred
rela tion ality with the Earth, concep tu al izing land as ancestor, healer,
and site of resist ance, care, and belonging.

11

The three poets studied here carry these prin ciples in their writing.
Their poems are rich with ecolo gical images and ances tral meta phors

12



Ecopoetic Resistance in the Poetry of Ellen van Neerven, Jazz Money, and Evelyn Araluen: Resurgence
and the Claim for a Decolonial Inhabitation

that indict Western exploit ative atti tudes. Inter est ingly, they also
push Indi genous ecopo etics in more overtly polit ical and form ally
exper i mental direc tions. Indeed, van Neerven, Money and Araluen
refuse concili atory narrat ives and directly confront settler- colonial
struc tures of power. While the poems certainly seek to heal wounds
of the past and care for Country, they poin tedly with hold any facile
recon cili ation with colo nial history. The lands they evoke are, as
Araluen writes, “drenched in a history of settler viol ence”
(Araluen 2021, 6); a reality that no amount of nostalgic pastoral
senti ment or folk loric roman ti cism can paper over. In place of
settler- centric “green” narrat ives, these poets demand truth- telling
and uncom prom ising resist ance, making their art a site of deco lo nial
witnessing rather than a peaceful resolution.

Australian scholar Amanda Johnson observes in her article “Writing
Ecolo gical Disfig ure ment: First Nations Poetry after ‘the Black Grass
of Bitumen’” that today’s First Nations poetry critiques “proleptic
envir on mental mourning, simplistic envir on mental apoca lypti cism
and comprom ised visions of polit ical recon cili ation” (1). Johnson
points out that Araluen (and her peers) condemn tokenistic 6

“greening” efforts and recon cili ation rhet oric that fail to restore
Indi genous sover eignty. She also high lights Araluen’s meta phor of
“potplanting in our sover eignty”, which encap su lates how settler
society tries to “embel lish and fix” colo nial real ities by grafting
Western concepts (plants, laws, culture) onto Indi genous land
without ceding real power. By invoking the absurd image of a potted
plant in sover eign ground, Araluen ridicules recon cili ation efforts
that do not uproot colo nial power. In this light, the work of Araluen,
Money, and van Neerven shifts the conver sa tion from recon cili ation
to rein vig or a tion. Through linguistic, spir itual, and ecolo gical
prac tices, they offer reclam a tions of time, of space, of language,
of relation.

13

Besides, through the praxis of poetry, the three poets evoke certain
over looked prac tices about land manage ment to revive and promote
land‐based know ledge and rela tion ship with their ances tral land.
Storytelling and orality are part of that revital iz a tion. Moreover, for
them, envir on mental destruc tion and social oppres sion have equally
affected their habitat, a hypo thesis which is notably found in Ghassan
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Hage’s 2017 book Is Racism an Envir on mental Threat? The critic sums
up his own studies in the following terms:

In my book Is Racism an Envir on mental Threat?, I argue that
ecolo gical crisis and racism are both grounded in what I have called
“gener al ized domest ic a tion”: a mode of domin ating and exploiting
nature and people. I offer a critique of gener al ized domest ic a tion,
and I high light the exist ence of other modes of relating to nature and
to each other […]. (Hage 2021, 188)

In Deco lo nial Ecology: Thinking from the Carib bean World, civil and
envir on mental engineer and polit ical scientist Malcom Ferdinand also
defines the concept of colonial oikos as a violent way of inhab iting the
Earth; a mode of dwelling based upon owner ship, extrac tion,
and control, whose devast ating impact affects not only the
envir on ment but also soci eties world wide. This is the reason why he
feels ecology should replace envir on ment alism in taking into account
polit ical and social aspects as well. In “Why We Need a Deco lo nial
Ecology” Ferdinand points out that our way of tack ling climate
change is too restrictive and eludes other aspects:

15

[…] Talking about ecocide, for example, creates an intergen er a tional
fabric (we connect our actions to the lives of our chil dren, we take
respons ib ility for our legacy, we nego tiate that of our parents), but
this fabric is thought about in envir on ment alist terms, rather than
social and polit ical ones. (Ferdinand 2020)

In other words, climate change should be envis aged as a social
chal lenge as much as a scientific chal lenge. Indeed, anti‐racism,
anti‐colo nial, feminist and envir on ment move ments have all
high lighted the dominant struc tures of modernity. The issues these
move ments are facing lead them to recon sider the Western mode of
exper i en cing the world including inter ac tions with human and
non‐human communities. From that assumption, Ferdinand
concep tu al izes a deco lo nial ecology that holds protecting the
envir on ment together with the polit ical struggles against
(neo)colo nial domin a tion, systemic racism, and
miso gyn istic practices. Although the three poets do not form ally align
with Ferdinand’s frame work, their poetics echo several of its central
claims and espe cially the critique of Western onto lo gies of control
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and their refusal of settler- environmental paradigms. Indeed, their
poems seek to eschew simplistic views on envir on ment alism imposed
by the know ledge system of the West that will only focus on one
place of dwelling on Earth. They also refuse a unilat eral onto logy that
is based on domin a tion, the exploit a tion of the land and of First
Nations Peoples.

The three poets follow a deco lo nial pathway: a return to the oikos
corres ponding to a Global South perspective. This change in
paradigm means not only to be open to altern ative forms of
struc tures, prac tices, or belief systems, but also to explore
liminal spaces, new modes of signi fic a tion and poetic effects by
inter weaving genres to develop rela tional narrat ives in which places
are no longer settings but actual topics in their poems in the sense
that places and the land can perceive things and have an agency of
their own. As Alexis Wright observes in her 2018 essay “Hey
Ancestor!”, what Western thought might term the oikos is known to
First Nations as Country; an “inter‐woven law country” wherein land
and Law are one and the same. In Wright’s words, the true measure
of sover eignty is the collective respons ib ility of caring for that living
land: “That’s real sover eignty kind of thinking. True owner ship.
Comes with respons ib ility. Caring. Respect” (Wright 2018). She also
emphas izes that sover eignty is not a matter of legal title or a National
Day of Celeb ra tion, but an everyday commit ment to uphold the Law
of the land. This insight reson ates deeply with the poetry of
van Neerven, Money, and Araluen, who treat Country as an agen tive
parti cipant in their writing. By expli citly invoking Wright’s concept of
“real sover eignty” grounded in Country, the three poets rein force a
deco lo nial under standing that the envir on ment is not a passive space
but a source of law, history, and spir itual truth; a living entity to
which humans owe reci pro city and respect.

16

Re‐planting First Nations’
connec tion to the land
In her book Abori ginal Peoples, Colo ni alism and Inter na tional Law:
Raw Law, Indi genous Australian Professor of Law Irene Watson
provides a compel ling Indi genous frame work regarding the notions of
place. For her, land is not prop erty but a living being, and place is not
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a fixed point but a continuous rela tion of oblig a tion, spirit, and
memory. Watson also artic u lates a vision of land and law that is
inher ently rela tional, spir itual, and processual:

Raw Law is not written. It is lived. It is the first law, the law of land, of
rela tion, of oblig a tion, of memory. It is embedded in Country, in the
way we speak, walk, relate, and exist. It is not located in time the way
the white law is. It does not need to be made visible to be valid.
(Watson 23)

Her concept of “Raw Law” emphas izes that law is not imposed but
lived, origin ating from the land itself and the rela tion ships it fosters.
Another found a tional notion in many First Nations cultures of
Australia that informs this onto lo gical and epistem o lo gical grounding
is the Dreaming. This concept consti tutes a dynamic rela tional
system, where every element (human, animal, land scape, or ances tral
being) is involved in a network of recip rocal oblig a tions and
pres ences. Not only does it refer to ances tral creation stories, but it
continues to shape respons ib il ities and modes of being in rela tion to
Country, thereby linking land, law, and know ledge in a non- 
linear temporality.

In “The Waking Desert: When Non‐Places Become Events”, French
anthro po lo gist Barbara Glow czewski explores how Indi genous
onto lo gies see desert places as “sites of becoming” instead of
unpro ductive “non‐places” only valu able as places of possible
extrac tion of “fossil fuels” and “mineral deposits” (4‐5). This mode of
rela tion under mines the extract ivist ration ality that instru ment al izes
land as prop erty or resource. It echoes Malcom Ferdinand’s concept
of “deco lo nial ecology”, which chal lenges the colonial oikos by
proposing an ethics of cohab it a tion grounded in respons ib ility
and interconnectedness.

18

Since the early 2000s, rela tional epistem o lo gies have emerged as
crit ical altern at ives to Euro centric paradigms, espe cially those that
frame land through notions of owner ship and objec ti fic a tion.
Scholars such as Linda Tuhiwai Smith or Leanne Bestasam o sake
Simpson have fore grounded Indi genous know ledge systems as rooted
in embodied rela tion ships with land, memory, and kin. Abori ginal and
Torres Strait Islander know ledge systems are rooted in rela tional
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onto lo gies in which Country is a sentient pres ence, an agent of
memory, meaning, and story.

Simil arly, in Dropbear or in How to Make a Basket, rivers or inland seas
are provided with an agency and sentience which connect both
human and non‐human entities. Some times, the agency of the
country itself with holds a possible recon cili ation between the settlers
and First Nations people as “the water carries imme morial, a river
without peace will not let you pray” (Araluen 2021, 84). Thus, a
resisting force arises both from people and nature to oppose any
trace of the modern world’s hold as well as the relent less struc ture of
settler- colonial viol ence. This defi ance is also mani fested in the
struc tures of their poems which are char ac ter ized by repe ti tions,
patterns and loose punc tu ation. In bila, a river cycle, Jazz Money uses
mislin eation as well as a sort of bio‐mimetic tech nique to go beyond
the meta phor and defy the Western concep tion of space and ways of
inhab iting the Earth in the image of the colonial oikos:

20
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Figure 2. – “Bila, a river cycle”, posted on Jazz Money’s Instagram account,

January 2021 (How to Make a Basket, 59).

Here, the lines are stretched to suggest the continu ance and cyclical
renewal of the bila/river (situ ated in Wirad juri country) that is not
used as a pictur esque back ground but more as a place for connec tion
in an act of meaning- making. The envir on ment is read as the ground
of spir itual and cultural belonging. Most import antly, the water
resur faces, rises up to confront the settlers and their impacts upon
the land. The poem also sweeps across the page, breaking on its way
its expected linearity and its own finality (its telos) with the absence
of punc tu ation and the abrupt run- on-lines in improb able places.
This is all the more striking as the stars/aster isks them selves are
once again somehow disrupted by the myster ious adjunc tion of
numbers with no apparent order, hier archy or logic. So in such a
short poem, there is both the resur fa cing of the Dream time and its
inherent harmony and flow, and the sense of an unac count able
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disrup tion whose impact is still diffi cult to assess, the human
“inva sion of the waters” which “choked the river”. Inter est ingly, Jazz
Money somehow reclaims the dual and original signi fic ance of
the word bila, which both refers to the Milky Way and a pool of water
that is cut off from the river. 7 The incor por a tion of the world view
of the Dreaming signals the pres ence of resur gence through
recon nec tion with ances tral narrat ives. Beyond the aesthetic and
symbol ical aspect, the evoc ative topo graphy of the poems that is
found in the poets’ collec tions attempts to mimic the diversity of
their country which is marked by layers of imposed colo nial
toponymy, inter rupted trans mis sion, and contested mean ings. For
these young poets, the land scape is frag mented by histor ical viol ence
and cultural dislo ca tion. The settler naming of places remains a
powerful tool of domin a tion, obscuring First Nations’ pres ence and
under mining rela tional modes of knowing. It is a remnant of
the colonial oikos that forced First Nations people to “dress in
trans la tion” (Araluen 2021, 10) meaning that their iden tity is expressed
through the imposed language of the colon izer for it is “hard to
unlearn a language, to unspeak the empire” (Araluen 2021, 8). These
two lines suggest both constraint and disguise: to speak in English is
to adopt a form that conceals or distorts the original voice, shaped by
rela tional onto lo gies and Country. Yet the meta phor also carries an
ironic charge, hinting at a stra tegic perform ance—a way of navig ating
and unset tling settler discourse from within. In this sense, Araluen’s
poetics expose the tension between linguistic survival and resist ance,
making visible the limits of colo nial language to fully carry First
Nations know ledge and memory.

But even though the authors can only talk back to their oppressor in
English, they ques tion the trans planted language and parody it with
the use of frag ment a tion, satire and puns. By including words and
phrases from Yugambeh (van Neerven), Wirad juri (Money) and
Bund jalung (E. Araluen), the authors reject the language of the
colon izer and demon strate how some times re- learning a lost
language is a way to return to their own oikos and place, to find their
entire iden tity by reclaiming it. Undeni ably, the use of First Nations
languages in poetry allows to reas sert the onto lo gical rela tion
between language and country, as James Tully suggests in his article
“Recon cili ation Here on Earth” when he notes that language is not
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separate from nature—it has an inter de pendent and recip rocal
rela tion with it instead.

Recently, Australia adopted dual names for cities as an attempt to
restore First Nations place naming as Calla Wahlquist explained in
her 2022 article “The Right Thing to Do: Restoring Abori ginal Place
Names Key to Recog nizing Indi genous Histories”. Some projects invite
First Nations people to share the story behind their place names.
Activist and writer Bruce Pascoe for instance supports this
decol on izing process as it helps to unlock past stories and First
Nations narrat ives which are essen tial in acknow ledging both their
sover eignty and their connec tion to Country. The Dream time and
songlines provided a set of blue prints for each living or non‐living
form and numerous place names refer to animals, plants and the
features of sacred sites. In other words, First Nations peoples created
toponyms corres ponding to stories of past events that are still
re‐actu al ized in the present by way of prac tices that do take place,
rituals that celeb rate them, and the dreams that visit the local people.
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First Nations territ ories should be respected for their specificity and
unique signi fic a tion and language, and their sacred dimen sion
revital ized through ritual for “language is empty without cere mony”
(van Neerven 28). However, renaming places is not self‐evident. The
linguistic recon nec tion is a persisting struggle that will require
adapt ab il ities and will unsettle the Australian toponymic system, for
even if First Nations’ place names have survived the onslaught of
British anni hil a tion of Indi genous languages and cultures, many
Australians are not aware of their mean ings or origins. In rela tion to
that situ ation, in 2021 van Neerven wrote three unre leased poems
which can be found on the website Red Room Poetry. 8 They were part
of a larger project called Kweens land: Sover eign Bodies and the
Colo nial Nation- State. The second poem (“Kweens land. 2.”) takes a
keenly acerbic look at the colo nial toponymic heritage and by erasing
the word Queen, van Neerven points out that renaming and/or
misspelling a place is no longer a tool of the oppressor. Naming a
place is not a neutral prac tice, it has a polit ical dimen sion as it
imposes a specific imaginary. Once again, the typo graphy plays a
signi ficant role and embodies deco lo nial praxis by focusing on First
Nations ancestry, resist ance and sovereignty.
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Figure 3. – Ellen van Neerven, “Kweens land. 2.” (December 2022).

In the third poem, van Neerven spells out her critique of mapping and
place naming, making the settler readers’ sense of place ness
chal lenged. The final lines offer words of resi li ence and resist ance to
First Nations readers: a new perspective of inhab iting the lands by
revital ising their culture to regain their sover eignty: “To place is not
to perfect / To stay, to keep on, is some thing we must do.” With this
poetic project, van Neerven explores the impact of perform ative
naming which anni hil ated First Nations communities. By erasing and
miswriting words in the first selected poem, the poet chal lenges the
settler’s logic of mapping that dictates what must be visible and what
should remain concealed, what is considered as legit imate pres ence
and what is cast as marginal.
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Since the late 20th century, Indi genous scholars and artists have
invited us to rethink mapping not as an act of posses sion but as a
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prac tice of rela tion and respons ib ility. Mykaela Saun ders, in “The
Land Is the Law: On Climate Fictions and Rela tional Thinking”, shows
how Aboriginal songlines, liter ature, and art func tion as spatial
prac tices that conserve and revitalize Country through memory,
cere mony, and kinship: “Our songlines—which form the oldest
continuing transna tional liter at ures—are designed to conserve
Country through human stew ard ship, and to revitalize it through
cere mo nial activ a tion” (23). From this perspective, mapping becomes
an expres sion of care and account ab ility rather than control. It is an
ethic that resists the settler colo nial gaze and affirms enduring
respons ib il ities to ances tral places. It also acknow ledges that Country
is both a sover eign land and a living network to which First Nations
belong and from which they derive their iden tity and responsibility. 9

This implies that maps must be decol on ized, and that carto graphy
should become an epistem o lo gical prac tice that includes a different
rela tion ship to Country. The selected poems testify to this
trans form ative and decol on izing ecopo etics that contem porary First
Nations poets work to craft. Through subversive language and
inventive poetry, these texts mater i alize a deep resur gence in First
Nations’ culture and know ledge to protect their lands, to defend their
cosmogonies (which acknow ledge the place of non‐humans in the
world and ask for climate and social justice). The concerns about the
dispos ses sion of First Nations peoples and land exploit a tion account
for the incor por a tion of deco lo nial theories in First Nations’
ecopo etics. As both humans and non‐humans face ongoing changes
in their lives and land scapes, displa cing the colo nial world view that
forged hier archies between races, genders and lands is a neces sary
step to strategize renewal and continuity within First
Nations communities.

There is, however, a funda mental issue: how, in prac tical terms, can
these First Nations writers’ poetic praxis prepare the ground for
other possible rela tions between the land, the people, the plants, and
the spirits? Can it facil itate the resur gence of altern ative imagin aries
in view of tack ling the current ecolo gical crisis?
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Deco lo nial ecology: is it only a
symbol or a metaphor?
In “Decol on iz a tion Is Not a Meta phor”, published in 2012, Eve Tuck
and K. Wayne Yang argue that decol on iz a tion should become a
radical project that cannot be reduced to meta phor ical or symbolic
acts. Unlike numerous approaches that tend to define decol on iz a tion
as a shift in culture or pedagogy, they insist on its material and
polit ical dimen sions—a message that clearly reson ates in the works of
Ellen van Neerven, Evelyn Araluen, and Jazz Money. Indeed, caution
must be exer cised when using the term “decol on iz a tion” as its
meaning could be co‐opted by non‐First Nations and could ulti mately
under mine its goals. The three poets are fully aware of that pitfall
since their poems expose how such acts of appro pri ation perpetuate
colo nial harm and erase First Nations’ agency. With regards to that,
even if Evelyn Araluen’s poetry aligns itself with deco lo nial
ecopo etics, she raises the issue that First Nations’ writers might “[…]
run the risk of fore closing decol on iz a tion to an academic elite by
coding it purely within poetics and academic prac tice” (Araluen 2017).
Indeed, in the absence of activism or direct envir on mental action, the
theory may remain purely meta phor ical. In her poem “Breath”, Evelyn
Araluen poin tedly asks, “What use is a poem in a museum of extinct
things, where the Anthro po cene display is half- finished?”
(Araluen 2021, 77) which serves as a self‐reflexive ques tion about
poetry’s efficacy concerning ecolo gical collapse. This remark finds a
sharp parallel in Ellen van Neerven’s satir ical poem “ecopo tent”, which
refuses to parti cipate in ecopo etics when it is no more that
sheer “ecopornograph[y]:
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Dugai asks me 
To pen poems 
For ecopo etics journal 
  
                                          whatttttt you think words will save trees? 
[…] label your art ecopoetic 
I think it really is 
Ecopornographic 
                                                               Just call me ecopessimistic 
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                                                               Kick me out of the conference 
(Van Neerven 66)

By voicing such skep ti cism, both Araluen and van Neerven
under score the polit ical limit a tions of poetry (and schol arly
discourse) as vehicles for ecolo gical action. Van Neerven’s satire and
critique are strongly felt in “ecopo tent” which concludes by an
anonymous person advising the poetic persona to write poems that
could be labelled “ecopo etic” even though they them selves consider
such type of poetry “ecopor no graphic”—a biting indict ment of
perform ative “eco” aesthetics. In the end, both poets insist that
deco lo nial ecopo etics must asso ciate language with tangible action,
rather than remain confined to page or academy.

To deal with this dilemma, the poets do not simply resort to social
media, a prac tice that could lapse into self‐promo tion and/or
perform ative activism, a self‐serving support to a cause. They also
facil itate cultural projects through the creation of publishing houses,
antho lo gies, artistic displays, work shops etc. In 2022, Evelyn Araluen
called for national plans to advocate First Nations’ liter ature in a
submis sion for the National Cultural Policy and mostly to offi cialize
consulta tions with their communities in decision making and cultural
projects devel op ments. Indis put ably, deco lo nial theories should
benefit First Nations peoples under severe ecolo gical pres sure and
help them prepare living sustain ably in a world where they do not
simply survive but thrive on their lands. Deco lo nial ecology should
not remain at the symbolic level, where meta phors may also serve
settler discourse. Such meta phor ical engage ments often leave intact
the found a tions of the colonial oikos. By contrast, the poets discussed
here resist the onto lo gical frame works of extract ivism and ruth less
capit alism imposed by the settler- colonial world view. In this
perspective, the deco lo nial inhab it a tion theor ised by Malcom
Ferdinand does not simply oppose the colonial oikos; it consti tutes a
radical recon fig ur a tion of Western concep tions of place,
envir on ment, and know ledge. Rather than a binary inver sion, it
demands a trans form a tion of the very found a tions of Western
epistem o logy and polit ical economy and calls for an end to the
paradigm of extrac tion, accu mu la tion and growth that sustained
imperial domin a tion and envir on mental degradation.
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In Rewriting the Mainstream, Nyoongar elder Rose mary van den Berg
advised academics to be humble and listen to Indi genous people
more: “Academics who work in the field of liter ature should consult
Abori ginal sources and read Abori ginal texts; and listen to the people”
(van den Berg 120). This text, which was published in 1995 still
reson ates today, all the more as the Voice proposal was rejected in
October 2023. 10 Victims of setter- colonial power are best placed to
artic u late and manage their current living condi tions, past
exper i ences, and paths to achieve eman cip atory aspir a tions:
self‐repres ent a tion by First Nations authors and community
parti cip a tion could more effect ively address ongoing viol ence which
affects both the land and its inhab it ants (including
non‐human entities).
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Writing in a land up in flames has convinced both leading and
emer ging authors that they now urgently have to unsettle ideo lo gical
and material mani fest a tions of colo ni alism by combining words and
actions. Poetic resur gence, as seen in these authors’ works,
delin eates possible futures in which First Nations’ know ledge is
acknow ledged not as peri pheral but as central to rethinking
ecolo gical and cultural futures (without ideal izing or
instru ment al izing these poetic acts). It is a poetic and polit ical
gesture that supports ongoing forms of activism and deepens First
Nations’ expres sions of rela tion ality with land as a continu ation of
enduring know ledges and prac tices for inhab iting the Earth in
respectful and sustain able ways.

31

As Alison Whit taker noted in the fore word to the
2020 poetry anthology Fire Front: First Nations Poetry and
Power Today, “First Nations Writing Is on Fire!”, Jazz Money, Evelyn
Araluen, and Ellen van Neerven develop poetic prac tices that
artic u late ecopol it ical resist ance within First Nations’ onto lo gies.
Their poetry performs a form of cultural and territ orial resur gence by
react iv ating ances tral narrat ives, oral tradi tions, and land‐based
know ledge systems. Far from offering a recon cili atory discourse or
symbolic activism, their work engages with poetry as a space of
inter ven tion, where language becomes a vector of pres ence,
respons ib ility, and refusal. Through innov ative formal choices and
multi lin gual strategies, they reas sert Country as a site of meaning,
memory, and sover eignty. In doing so, they contribute to a broader
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2  In their report First Nations and People of Colour Writers Count, Natalie
Kon‐Yu and Emily Booth reveal that in 2018, 3% of all books published in
Australia were authored by First Nations writers, with a 1% repres ent a tion
in the poetry genre. Strik ingly, 90% of published works were authored by
indi viduals who could not be iden ti fied as First Nations, People of Colour, or
Inter na tional First Nations writers. These figures under score a deep
struc tural imbal ance within the Australian publishing industry, despite
increasing public interest in First Nations’ voices and the prom in ence of
certain First Nations authors on prize lists and reading programs. Indeed,
the pres ence of First Nations writers has become more notice able,
partic u larly since the 2010s. Events such as the Sydney Writers’ Fest ival,
Melbourne Writers Fest ival, Bris bane Writers Fest ival, and Blak & Bright
First Nations Literary Fest ival have created plat forms for Indi genous voices.
Visib ility, in this context, must be under stood not only as repres ent a tion,
but as a ques tion of access, author ship, authority, and the redis tri bu tion of
insti tu tional power.

3  In Ancient Greek, the term oikos refers to the house hold, dwelling, or
more broadly the organ isa tion of one’s rela tion to land and life. In modern
ecolo gical thought, it forms the etymo lo gical root of “ecology” and has been
crit ic ally revis ited to inter rogate the hier arch ical and propri etary logics
embedded in settler- colonial rela tion ships to place.

4  As stated by the Australian Bureau of Stat istics in 2022.

5  Jazz Money is a non- binary poet who uses the pronouns she or they.

6  Marie Kondrat in her article “Le tokénisme ou les écueils de la visibilité”
(“Tokenism, or the Pitfalls of Visib ility”) defines the term as the super fi cial
inclu sion of indi viduals from margin al ized groups into dominant struc tures,
serving to present an image of diversity without addressing systemic
inequal ities. This prac tice often rein forces existing power dynamics by
expecting these indi viduals to represent their entire group and conform to
predefined roles, rather than chal len ging the struc tures that
perpetuate marginalization.

7  And later gave the word bilabang in its angli cized version.

8  Red Room Poetry is a non‐profit organ iz a tion supporting and advoc ating
First Nations poetry. The three poets regu larly post unre leased poems on
their website.

9  This perspective reson ates with the concept of “Abori ginal realism” as
discussed in Johnson’s reading of Evelyn Araluen and Lionel Fogarty. In their
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work, realism does not func tion as a repres ent a tion of the “real” in the
Western literary sense, but rather as a mode of asserting the reality of
Indi genous cosmo lo gies, onto lo gies, and tempor al ities that have persisted
despite colo nial attempts at erasure (Johnson 3).

10  The 2023 Australian Indi genous Voice refer endum was a consti tu tional
refer endum held on 14 October 2023 in which the proposed Abori ginal and
Torres Strait Islander Voice was rejected.

ABSTRACTS

English
Like Oodgeroo Noonuccal in the 1960s and 1970s, Jazz Money, Ellen
van Neerven, and Evelyn Araluen renew the polit ical and poetic activism of
Australia’s First Nations. Their writ ings that range from poetry, fiction,
essays and literary reviews, provide counter- narratives to the dominant
discourse through a decol on izing lens. The three authors revitalize
ances tral oral tradi tions inherent to First Nations cultures and thus run
counter to, and chal lenge inher ited and persisting struc tures of
neoco lo ni alism, capit alism, masculinism, and the entangled systems that
sustain them. By adopting a deco lo nial frame work (partic u larly Malcom
Ferdinand’s deco lo nial ecology) and drawing on First Nations
epistem o lo gies and their rela tional concep tion of “Country” (under stood as
a living entity that binds together land, memory, law, and respons ib ility),
this article analyses the poetic strategies employed by van Neerven, Money,
and Araluen to unveil (neo)colo nial modes of dwelling on Earth and to
critique dominant envir on ment alist discourses that exert hege monic
influ ence over liter ature, the arts, and activism. Their poetry seeks to
recap ture the rhythm of First Nations orality, drawing on the subversive
power of language in a poetic tension, and a yearning for a deco lo nial mode
of inhab iting Country.

Français
À l’instar d’Oodgeroo Noonuccal dans les années 1960 et 1970, Jazz Money,
Ellen van Neerven et Evelyn Araluen renou vellent le mili tan tisme politico- 
poétique des Premières Nations d’Australie. Leurs écrits, riches et
poly formes (de la poésie à la fiction, en passant par la publi ca tion d’essais et
de critiques litté raires), consti tuent autant de contre‐récits au discours
domi nant, à travers une approche déco lo niale. Ces trois poète·sses ravivent
les tradi tions orales ances trales propres aux cultures autoch tones et
inter rogent ainsi les formes renou ve lées du néoco lo nia lisme, du
capi ta lisme, du mascu li nisme, et des systèmes d’oppres sion qui les
sous‐tendent. En adop tant une approche déco lo niale (notam ment l’écologie
déco lo niale de Malcom Ferdi nand) et en mobi li sant les cadres de pensée
autoch tones et leur concep tion rela tion nelle du « Country », entendu
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comme une entité vivante liant terre, mémoire, loi et respon sa bi lité, cet
article analyse les stra té gies poétiques mises en œuvre par van Neerven,
Money et Araluen pour dénoncer les modes (néo)colo niaux d’habiter la
Terre. Leurs textes s’attaquent à l’hégé monie d’un discours
envi ron ne men ta liste dont l’influence se fait nette ment ressentir dans les
domaines de la litté ra ture, des arts et du mili tan tisme. Leur poésie cherche
à retrouver un rythme propre à l’oralité des peuples premiers et à exploiter
la puis sance subver sive du langage dans un élan poétique vers un habiter
déco lo nial du monde.
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