Aboriginal Sovereignty and the Politics of Reconciliation: The Constituent Power of the Aboriginal Embassy in Australia
 

Andrew Schaap’s presentation will be based upon a paper jointly authored with Paul Muldoon (Monash University) and forthcoming in an Environment and Planning D: Society and Space Special Issue on Citizenship Without Community, ed. Vicki Squire and Angharad Closs Stephens. A copy of the paper is attached and a brief abstract and bio appear below. 
 

**Please note the new format of a more discussion-based seminar on the basis of a pre-circulated paper**
 

Details and Format:
 

Date: Thursday 11 August
 

Location: UNSW Faculty of Law Staff Common Room (Law Building, F8: http://www.facilities.unsw.edu.au/Maps/pdf/kensington.pdf) 
 

Time: 1.00-2.00pm. A light lunch will be served for those attending the seminar.
 

Format: Andrew will speak to the attached paper for a maximum of 10 minutes and then Sean Brennan (Faculty of Law, UNSW) will present a response to the paper as discussant. The remainder of the seminar will then be for questions and answers. 
  

 

Abstract
As a re-occupation of land immediately in front of Parliament House for six months in 1972, the Aboriginal Embassy was an inspiring demonstration of Aboriginal self-determination and land rights. The Embassy re-appeared intermittently throughout the 1970s and 1980s, with a demonstration held at the site annually on Australia/Invasion Day. It has maintained a continuous presence in Canberra since it was reinstated on its twentieth anniversary in 1992 to declare Aboriginal sovereignty at the same time as the state initiated a formal reconciliation process. Reconciliation is understood as aligned with a progressive politics within mainstream public discourse in Australia. In this paper, we examine the reactionary politics of reconciliation vis-à-vis the struggle for land rights and sovereignty that the Embassy embodies. To this end we examine a debate within legal theory about the relation between ‘constituted power’ (state sovereignty) and ‘constituent power’ (democratic praxis). Following Antonio Negri, the Embassy can be understood as one manifestation of the constituent power of Aboriginal people (and their non-Aboriginal supporters) that the Australian state appropriates to shore up its own defective claim to sovereignty. We illustrate this by contrasting the symbolism of the Aboriginal Embassy with that of Reconciliation Place in Canberra. We complicate this analysis by discussing how the Embassy strategically exploits the ambiguous status of Aboriginal people as citizens within and without the community presupposed by the Australian state. In doing so the Embassy makes present the possibility of a break with the colonial past that is often invoked in the politics of reconciliation but which the Australian state has failed to enact.
 

Bio
Andrew Schaap teaches politics at the University of Exeter. He is the author of Political Reconciliation (Routledge, 2005). He is editor of Law and Agonistic Politics (Ashgate, 2009) and (with Danielle Celermajer and Vrasidas Karalis) Power, Judgment and Political Evil: In Conversation with Hannah Arendt. Andrew is currently writing a book called Human Rights and the Political and co-editing a book with Gary Foley on the Aboriginal Embassy.

