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ABSTRACT
This paper uses novel electronic tools to identify the degree to
which Australia was listening to Indigenous peoples in a ‘national
conversation’ about constitutional recognition between 2015 and
late 2017. The results show that while there was a superficial
overlap in themes, there were important differences of framing.
Recognition remained a largely formal, elite and non-Indigenous
concern, with First Nations focusing on treaties, sovereignty,
listening and respect. Interaction was noticeably aggressive, but
not exclusively so. Non-Indigenous people avoided discussing
racism, and talked more frequently about history, framing issues
in the past tense; First Nations talked about the here and now.
And despite more focus on everyday racism, Indigenous peoples
were consistently more positive and proud, rejecting ‘plight’
constructions.
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We have learned to speak the white man’s language. We have listened to what he had to say.
This learning and listening should go both ways. We would like people in Australia to take
time to listen to us. We are hoping people will come closer. We keep on longing for the
things that we have always hoped for – respect and understanding… (Ungunmerr
Baumann 1988)

Introduction

For Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples in Australia, listening is more than just
a marker of respect: it is central to the concept of rationality (Dixon 2019); one of the
grounds on which people build authority and leadership (Pascoe 2014, 127); and
crucial for social and political change (Appleby and Synot 2020). Listening is so impor-
tant that Dr Miriam-Rose Ungunmerr Baumann, the 2021 Senior Australian of the Year,
gave the Ngan’gikurunggurr and Ngen’giwumirri word dadirri – inner deep listening and
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quiet still awareness – to the Australian people in 1988, in the hope that it would provoke
them to listen deeply to Indigenous people.

Whether Dr Ungunmerr Baumann’s gift has been honoured with use is an open ques-
tion, and this paper looks at the degree to which Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples were listened to in a ‘national conversation’ on recognising them in the consti-
tution of Australia.1 Drawing on standards of listening in deliberative systems theory, the
paper applies a novel electronic tool, Structural Topic Modelling, to reveal and compare
patterns in everyday and formal communication on Indigenous issues over 27 months,
grounded in a database of 46,659 separate interactions in traditional media, formal pol-
itical forums and the wider online public sphere. The paper attempts to answer two main
questions, questions which have been shaped by Indigenous advisors (see Methods
below):

(1) What was the thematic content of the discussion, and how did it vary over time;
(2) To what extent were the issues and framings of Indigenous people being deployed

and discussed on non-Indigenous sites?

The major findings are these. While there was a surface overlap between the topics of
conversation, Indigenous framings were dominated by non-Indigenous ones.2 This took
several forms, but included a tendency for non-Indigenous sites to focus on personalities,
leaders and ‘high politics’; to skirt around racism; to discuss the ‘plight’ rather than pride
and standing of Indigenous peoples; and to talk primarily in the past tense. The present
reality of racism and colonisation was more central to the Indigenous conversation, but
so was pride, family, Country and sovereignty. While the ‘meta-conversation’ – com-
munication about how to communicate – was often aggressive, even abusive, it also fea-
tured expressions of gratitude and appeals to listening and respect. Formal Indigenous
organisations played a crucial role aggregating different perspectives and connecting
Indigenous and non-Indigenous framings, something that non-Indigenous institutions
generally failed to do.

Approach: deliberative systems in colonial settings

While commonly represented as being focused on small-scale, participatory forums,
deliberative democracy began as a theory of democratic societies (e.g. Cohen 1989;
Elster 1986). This large-scale concern has recently been recast by ‘deliberative systems’
approaches (Dryzek 2009; Parkinson and Mansbridge 2012), which consider the
classic deliberative qualities of inclusive public reasoning not to be features of any one
ideal institutional design, but to be emergent properties of democratic systems as a
whole, with a variety of institutions and social practices combining to produce – or
failing to produce – deliberative engagement on an issue, over time and place, with differ-
ently-situated actors.

Deliberative systems theorists generally follow Habermas (1996) by focusing norma-
tive attention on the links between the formal institutions of democracy and informal
communication about collective concerns in the wider public sphere (Scudder 2020b).
For scholars like Mansbridge (1999), this means paying attention to the ‘everyday talk’
of democracies and not just formal argumentation; indeed, for Bohman (2012)
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everyday talk is the lifeblood of democracy, the ‘pool of perspectives’ in which formal
deliberation must be anchored for it to be legitimate. Dryzek (2010) turns this around,
arguing that the purpose of citizen-led communication in the informal public sphere is
not merely to feed the state, as it were, but to engage and act critically with fellow citi-
zens, and challenge the state where necessary; and deliberative systems scholars are
paying attention to how citizens can do this through creative discursive insurgency
(Stevenson and Dryzek 2014) and citizens’ governance spaces (Hendriks and Dzur
2021). Either way, widely-engaged communication in the informal public sphere is a
crucial element of a deliberative system, the place where ‘empowered inclusion’ is per-
formed, and on which legitimate, collective will formation and decision-making
depends (Warren 2017).

Nonetheless, it is fair to say that deliberative scholars have focused more on organised
practices of inclusion and voice, and paid relatively little attention to (a) ‘wild’, mass
communication and (b) whether what is said is listened to. Listening is implied by the
norm of respect (Gutmann and Thompson 1996), and while many scholars have made
it more explicit (Dobson 2012; Festenstein 2005; Hendriks, Ercan, and Boswell 2020;
Morrell 2018; Owen and Smith 2015), there remains a widespread assumption that the
creation of more opportunities to speak automatically generates listening, and that this
duty falls equally on everyone (Scudder 2020b). However, in the case of Australia, it
has been argued that the burden of justification and listening should fall on the overwhel-
mingly-dominant settlers, and not on Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples
(Appleby and Synot 2020; Little and McMillan 2017; Maddison 2017; Thunig and
Jones 2021), who have been forced to listen to settler society and learn its ways for gen-
erations. This point was made forcefully by Indigenous advisors to this project: norms of
respectful listening and reciprocity are used by the majority to silence First Nations, and
so the normative imperative is on the settler society to hear what Indigenous peoples are
saying, in conversations conducted in their terms, their ‘currency of knowledge’. This
imperative applies to settler scholarship as much as anything else (Brigg, Graham, and
Murphy 2019).

Given those theoretical starting points and the imperative to prioritise Indigenous
voices rather than non-Indigenous categories, our aim is not to ask whether individual
Australians ‘deliberated’ in any strict sense. Following the ‘dispersed, emergent’ cues of
deliberative systems theory, we focused not on agents and their micro-level inter-
actions (Scudder 2020a) but on the perspectives (Bohman 2012) and symbolic pos-
itions (Niemeyer 2004) circulating in the ‘pool’, and the degree to which they are
made present over time across the relevant cleavages of a debate. Particular perspec-
tives may be found spread widely throughout a given system, but in contexts of
unequal power relations they are likely to be associated with specific actors, venues
and situated experiences, more or less confined to communicative enclaves (Fraser
1990). Given the normative imperative for the settler society to listen to Indigenous
peoples, our evaluative standard was that Indigenous claims and framings should
not be confined to Indigenous-owned and controlled enclaves, but over time should
appear in the general ‘national conversation’ as well. This is clearly not all there is
to deliberative quality at the large scale, but it is a necessary condition, and a pre-
requisite for effective change (Appleby and Synot 2020).
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Case outline

The battle for recognition of Indigenous sovereignty and standing has been a long one
and has taken many forms, entailing complex relationships and histories between hun-
dreds of independent, sovereign First Nations, still caring for Country and maintaining
Law; settlers and their descendants, businesses and multinational corporations; state
agencies, charities, and churches; the regulatory regimes of capital, finance and owner-
ship; and local, state and federal governments.

The history of constitutional recognition is more recent: focused on state institutions
(Twomey 2011), bound up with the ‘reconciliation’ agenda of the late 1980s and early
1990s (Short 2008), and given form in a proposal at the 1998 Constitutional Convention
to revise the preamble to the federal constitution. This included a clause ‘honouring
Aborigines and Torres Strait Islanders, the nation’s first people, for their deep kinship
with their lands and for their ancient and continuing cultures which enrich the life of
our country’. It was a form that pleased few (McKenna, Simpson, and Williams 2001),
and failed with the rest of the preamble when put to a vote in 1999.

Such efforts have been viewed ambivalently at best by Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander peoples, because they seem to have little to do with their clearly-expressed
aspirations over many years (Referendum Council 2017). For example, the Barunga
Statement of 1988 set out the aspirations as self-determination and self-management;
permanent control and enjoyment of ancestral lands and compensation if lost;
control of access to sacred sites, art and knowledge; return of ancestors’ remains
from museums and private collections; respect for culture; and effective human
rights protections. To those ends, the signatories called for various reforms and insti-
tutions, but especially ‘to negotiate with us a Treaty recognising our prior ownership,
continued occupation and sovereignty and affirming our human rights and freedom’
(AIATSIS 2020). With minor variations, these aspirations have remained consistent.
However, Australia’s legitimacy depends on ignoring prior ownership, producing a
‘Great Australian silence’ (Referendum Council 2017, 1) that strengthens a ‘culture
of disrespect’ (Davis 2006). As a result, governments complain that ‘they never tell
us what they want’ in the face of Indigenous peoples having done just that for
over 200 years.

This is the context in which First Nations reacted to attempts by the Rudd, Gillard,
Abbott and Turnbull governments to reboot constitutional recognition a decade after
the 1999 failure. Begun by Gillard in 2011, the object of the Recognise campaign itself
was not to promote a particular solution – there was no proposal to put to a referendum
until 2017 – but to build awareness and support among Australians more generally. The
campaign did so through corporate partnerships and sponsorships – the ‘R’ logo was pro-
minent on Qantas aircraft and sports uniforms – associated community events, and
information and action kits coordinated through a network of associates and volunteers.
The campaign drew criticism for being merely symbolic, perpetuating stereotypes, and
for being a distraction from the aspirations of sovereignty and treaty (e.g. Leroy-Dyer
2014). It was defended on the grounds that such engagement was necessary to secure
a double majority in any referendum; that small steps were better than none; and that
symbolism could be a powerful legitimiser of institutional change (Brisbane workshop,
see next section).
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Responsibility for coming up with actual referendum proposals was eventually given
to the Referendum Council, set up by Turnbull with cross-party support in late 2015.
However, the view coalesced among Indigenous organisations and activists that mere
recognition was a non-starter – indeed, significant Indigenous gatherings refused to
have anything to do with it (Little and McMillan 2017). The National Congress of Aus-
tralia’s First Peoples (NCAFP) conducted a process of consultation and recommen-
dations, expressed in the Redfern Statement of June 2016; while the Referendum
Council invited written submissions, held a series of Regional Dialogues, and an
online consultation process. The dialogues culminated in a national event on 26 May
2017 which unveiled something startlingly different from a constitutional preamble:
the Uluru Statement from the Heart (https://ulurustatement.org). The statement called
for three things: a constitutionally-entrenched Voice to Parliament; Treaty negotiations;
and a truth and reconciliation body called the Makarrata Commission – in short, Voice,
Treaty, Truth.

The Uluru Statement was almost immediately rejected by government figures, reflect-
ing the tension between constitutional gestures and substantive aspirations. Some del-
egates walked out of the National Dialogue in protest against what they saw as a
rigged process that conceded too much ground to state imperatives (e.g. Sovereign
Union 2017); the government rejected it for conceding too little. Nonetheless, wider
public opinion swung in favour of the general idea of recognition and the specific pro-
posals of the Uluru Statement. This opinion shift was captured in the Referendum Coun-
cil’s own research (Referendum Council 2017, appendices J and K) and Australian Social
Values Survey questions, inserted by the present authors, which showed majority support
for the Uluru Statement and its proposals in every state and territory and among most
demographics (Zillman 2017).

Was that opinion shift anything to do with non-Indigenous Australians listening to
the claims of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders? We now set out the methods
used to find out.

Methods3

The research began by generating a preliminary understanding of the recognition
process, the wider issues in which it sat, and the evaluative standards discussed in
‘Approach’, above. This included secondary research but also qualitative work including
two workshops in 2017, in Brisbane and Canberra. Participants included academics,
officials, and activists, mostly Indigenous in the Canberra workshop, entirely in Brisbane.
Senior members of the Referendum Council and the Recognise campaign either attended
the workshops or were interviewed separately, while informal interviews and discussions
were conducted with other Indigenous elders, politicians, activists, journalists, academics
and ordinary people in capital cities, regional towns and communities throughout
Australia.

The preliminary research revealed little online discussion of the Recognise campaign,
and so we broadened the search to include any issue that was connected with consti-
tutional matters broadly conceived, using keyword sets (Indigenous OR aborigin* OR
torres strait) AND (recogni* OR constitution OR treaty) in public, online forums. The
major data sources were:
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(1) Public Facebook pages and groups;
(2) single and multi-author blogs;
(3) ‘formal’ media sources including regional newspapers, online-only sources like

Crikey and Buzzfeed News, as well as monthlies and quarterlies;
(4) the websites of political parties, state and federal agencies concerned with Aboriginal

and Torres Strait Islander peoples, and parliamentary sources;
(5) reports, speeches, press releases, analyses and position papers by think tanks,

business organisations, unions, interest groups, and academics.

The sources were grouped into Indigenous and non-Indigenous sites, the former
including only those that were clearly and self-declaredly owned, edited or written by
those who identified as Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander. Sources were also coded
by whether they were explicitly in favour of constitutional recognition (for example,
by clear editorial endorsement or sponsorship of Recognise), those that were not, and
those that took no explicit position. They were also coded formal/informal. The
formal group includes parliamentary and governmental sources; traditional print and
broadcast media; academic and think tank research reports; and formal Indigenous
organisations like the National Council of Australian First Peoples. The informal
group includes blogs, social media, and public comment sections in formal channels.

We started gathering live data in 2016, in the hope that the promised referendum
would be held sometime in 2017–2018. However, the actual focusing event turned out
to be the publication of the Uluru Statement from the Heart on 26 May 2017. We gath-
ered further historical data back two years from that point, and continued live data gath-
ering for another three months afterwards. The database thus captures the last four
months of Tony Abbott’s leadership in 2015 to Malcolm Turnbull’s formal rejection of
the Referendum Council recommendations in August 2017. The database was cleaned
to produce a sample that eliminated known sources of error (Lucas et al. 2017): examples
include removing usernames and promotional material; removing duplicates; and using
‘stop words’ of common conjunctions. In the end, the cleaned database featured 15,896
unique contributions and interactions, and it is this subset that is the basis of the analysis
in the next section.

There is an important caveat: our research only examined public communication in
public online forums. There is good evidence from other contexts that online and
offline engagement are closely ‘entangled’ (Gibson and Cantijoch 2013), venues with
different repertoires of action rather than entirely separate discursive spaces (Dahlgren
2005). However, we cannot assume that such findings apply to Australia, for three
reasons. First, Australians are generally more reticent about expressing political opinions
online, due to fears about social acceptability and state surveillance (Fisher et al. 2018).
Second, the social media ecosystem was massively dominated by Facebook in the period
under study (see Figure 1, below), but that is precisely the kind of platform on which
many Australians avoid ‘being political’. Third, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander
peoples make extensive use of a wide range of communications technology and platforms
(Petray 2011), but they often do so privately, to protect themselves against pile-ons from
dominant outsiders (Peter Radoll, Canberra workshop).

That said, while Facebook might dominate social media in Australia, social media does
not dominate the database: the data cleaning process created a rough balance between
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media stories, reader comments on media stories, official sources, independent research,
and social sources. Still, we cannot generalise from the Australian online conversation to
in-person, kitchen-table discussion (Mansbridge 1999).

When it came to data analysis, we chose Structural Topic Modelling (STM), a natural
language processing tool that applies probability tests for the discovery of topics within a
corpus of text. The topics are groups of words that co-occur according to frequency (for
example, whether the word ‘state’ frequently occurs with the word ‘welfare’), co-occur-
rence (whether ‘state’, ‘welfare’ and ‘police’ co-occur), and exclusivity (whether ‘state’
occurs with ‘police’ but not ‘welfare’). The appendices give more technical detail,
tables summarising the topics in this case, and short example texts to illustrate.4

Topic modelling has two advantages over other techniques of textual analysis: it
quickly handles very large corpora; and it applies no pre-determined coding, diction-
aries or selection frames, an inductive approach that uncovers ‘latent topics’, themes
that are not obvious to human coders. One non-inductive feature of STM is that
researchers need to decide the number of topics – a ‘topic model’ – that the software
reveals before running the analysis. We did so by running a number of different
models and comparing them with the results of the preliminary secondary and quali-
tative research. The eventual model chosen contains 60 topics that we are confident
represent the full range of perspectives on these issues in the online public sphere.
We then produced topic models using the Indigenous sources alone, to test whether
topics emerging in those sources were heard in or overwhelmed by non-Indigenous
voices. The same selection process produced a model of 50 topics from 3571 separate
contributions, 22.46 per cent of the total. In the discussion that follows, we refer to
these two models as General and Indigenous respectively; topic numbers (see the
Appendices) are distinguished by a capital G or I.

Figure 1. Share of views by social media platform in Australia, 2015. Source: https://gs.statcounter.
com.
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General features: public spheres

We start with an overview of the topics, their proportions and correlations. Figure 2 rep-
resents the topics and their correlations in the General model.5 The correlations reveal six
major clusters of topics, as follows:

(1) Lower middle, focused on the topic labelled ‘Facts and Rubbish’, is the ‘meta-conver-
sation’, discussed in the next section, as well as claims about history, rights, racism,
equality and difference, and ‘greatness’ variously defined.

(2) Directly below and closely correlated with cluster 1 are topics about the relative
standing of cultures in Australia, the history of invasion and genocide, arguments
about ancestry, language, rights, and morality.

Figure 2. General model topic proportions and correlations. Any correlation below 0.11 (the ‘cutoff’
point) was excluded to make the graph readable; the width of the line indicates whether the corre-
lations are strong. c > 0.25; moderate, 0.25 < c < 0.13; or weak c < 0.13.
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(3) At the top is a broad cluster featuring formally-defined topics that include govern-
ment itself, policy concerns like climate, health, education and policing, and an
outlier on human rights.

(4) At lower right is a set of topics focusing on political parties, MPs and Prime Minis-
ters, the Recognise campaign itself, and the Uluru Statement from the Heart.

(5) Just below it is a ‘high politics’ cluster closely related to one and four, concerned with
constitutional reform, treaties, law and sovereignty, other settler states, traditional
ownership and native title.

(6) And to the left is a diverse cluster to do with symbols of membership: family and
travel stories, colonial history, art, and colour symbolism. Outliers concern hate
speech, flags, and a pair of topics on football and the Adam Goodes affair (Coram
and Hallinan 2017).

A key feature of the General model is that topics specifically on the Recognise cam-
paign and the Uluru Statement are most closely correlated with topics focusing on
federal political parties and their leaders, along with other topics in cluster five on the
‘high politics’ of constitutional reform. They are much more likely to feature on
formal sites and those that take a clear pro-Recognition stance. The policy cluster,
number three, presents a mixed picture, with issues of human rights, domestic violence,
health etcetera just as likely to appear in informal and formal discussions, and pro- and
anti-Recognition venues; but features relatively little connection with the elite, high poli-
tics discussion. The other two clusters, the meta-conversation and discussions of identity
and membership, are equally likely to feature on anti-Recognition venues as pro; but
much more likely to feature on informal sites.

Thus, we can see that there were three, broad public spheres in the general discussion,
not one: a largely formal one of ‘high’ politics, constitutions, parties and Prime Ministers;
a mixed one of policy fields, reports and indicators; and a third, informal sphere of every-
day political talk. But the sphere differences are not simply differences of the norms of
appropriate language in a setting; they reflect substantive differences, with formal conver-
sation more focused on personalities and high politics and, with important exceptions
discussed in the next section, less attentive to the claims and perspectives being presented
in the informal discussion.

However, these are the patterns of the general model; if we look at the Indigenous
model a different picture emerges (Figure 3).

The Indigenous correlation plot is less ‘clustered’ than the general one, revealing a
greater tendency to discuss issues together rather than in isolation from each other,
but the correlations nonetheless reveal patterns.

(1) The strongest cluster, lower left, concern racism, land, sovereignty, and two meta-
conversation topics on pride. All are most associated with informal and anti-recog-
nition sites.

(2) On the opposite side is a cluster of formal Indigenous topics with topic on the refer-
endum proposal as its major hub (topic I49 in the appendices), with clear linkages to
discussion of the Uluru statement, Recognise, Indigenous politicians, the ‘race
powers’ in the constitution, and the Referendum Council.

AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF POLITICAL SCIENCE 9



(3) At the top is a moderately-correlated cluster on policy issues like education, health
and community services, as well as the arts, events and language. Government
agencies are frequent sources, but not exclusively.

(4) Upper middle there is a cluster linking Royal Commissions into youth detention and
deaths in custody, policing, and drugs and alcohol and associated issues. It includes
discussions of media inclusivity, and is connected with cluster one via a topic on
child removals.

There is still a clearly ‘elite’ cluster (two) in the Indigenous model, but it encom-
passes more issues and is much better connected to the informal discussion than its
General counterpart. In the next section, we explore that relationship between every-
day and ‘official’ Indigenous discussion more deeply, because it is crucial in under-
standing the nature and overlap of the different public spheres on constitutional
recognition.

Figure 3. Indigenous model topic proportions and correlations (cutoff = 0.05).
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The impact of formal Indigenous organisations

A key element of the connection between elite topics and the informal conversation is a
small number of at-least-partly Indigenous-led organisations, particularly the Referen-
dum Council. The Council generated the single largest topic in the Indigenous model
(I42 in the appendices), 7.8 per cent of the total; their press releases and events, combined
with those of the National Congress of Australian First Peoples, are largely responsible
for topic 1 in the General model. This dominance from a single organisation is likely
for a number of reasons. First, constitutional recognition has always been a relatively
elite enterprise, involving a relatively small number of people who are ‘plugged in’ to
wider elite politics in Australia. Second, the Referendum Council was an aggregator of
issues and claims, which means that its site tended to discuss unique combinations of
ideas, ideas that are discussed separately in other forums; although National Indigenous
Television (NITV) also performed this role without generating its own topic in the data –
NITV was not so self-referential. Third, the Council and Congress used terms that others
were less likely to – for example, almost no-one else in the database uses the ‘First
Nations’ label. Fourth, the council’s large, online consultation process between February
and April 2017 (Referendum Council 2017, Appendix J) had a major impact on formal
discussions, generating big data peaks in recognition and constitutional reform topics –
see Figure 4, for example.

This impact is relative to the fifth reason for the council’s dominance: recognition
issues were not widely discussed in other forums (although the ‘informal’ line in
Figure 4 ranges between a still-impressive 1–4.5 per cent of the general model). All
these things – the elite nature of the issue, the fact that other venues were not talking

Figure 4. Topic G2, Constitutional Reform, by site formality over time.
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about it as much, and the aggregation functions and unique language of one organisation
– need to be taken into account when reading the time-series graphs of the topics as they
unfold.

Compare the relative online influence of the Recognise campaign (topic G30). Figure 5
shows its proportion in the database by site formality over time, and one can see that
while it starts off very high – it was one of the most important in the database in mid-
July 2015 – it steadily declines after a May 2016 plateau to a point which, while still sig-
nificant, attracts less than half the interest than it did, much less in informal than formal
sites.

The other big influence on the data comes from topics I6 and G26: the Uluru State-
ment from the Heart. This is a game-changer. It rapidly dominates the discussion,
across both major cleavages, with topic I6 hitting a massive 16 per cent of the database
(Figure 6), associated with sites and organisations that had been largely pro-recognition
up to that point. At the same time, it briefly silenced public discussion of Treaty issues:
Figure 7 shows a peak as Victorian state treaty negotiations entered a new phase, then
flat-lining after 26 May 2017, before recovering strongly as it became clear that the
federal government was going to reject the Uluru recommendations.

But again, these are more formal site discussions, much less informal. For example,
topic G26 is not just about Uluru, but about Indigenous conventions more generally,
which explains the peak in mid-2015: this was about outrage from people like Bagaarr-
mugu/Guggu Yalanji man Noel Pearson at Prime Minister Abbott’s cancellation of an
Indigenous convention promised by the previous Labour government. But this barely
registers on informal or Indigenous radars, a pattern that is repeated often. The
doings of ‘leaders’ on the national stage are generally of more interest on non-Indigenous

Figure 5. Topic G30, recognition, by site formality over time.
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Figure 6. Topic G26, Uluru, by Indigenous/Non-Indigenous source over time. See text for explanation
of the non-Indigenous spike in mid-2015.

Figure 7. Topic I4, Treaty, by source formality over time.
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formal sites, less so on formal Indigenous ones, and barely important at all to anyone else.
Their discussions are on other issues, to which we now turn.

The meta-conversation

One of the project’s major findings has been the importance of what we call the meta-
conversation, discussion of the norms of discussion (Parkinson, De Laile, and Franco-
Guillén 2020). This is often quite indirect in unmediated settings: people coordinate
through norms of action, and while they sometimes make those norms explicit, more
often they establish norms by calling attention to or punishing deviation. So the meta-
conversation in natural language, in the wild, usually takes the form of ‘don’t do that’,
or ‘I worry about this’, and less the kind of normative reflection specified by, for
example, Holdo (2020).

In the general model, the meta-conversation’s largest topic (G21), accounting for 6.5
per cent of the database overall, is all about calling out deviation from norms. We have
called it ‘Facts and Rubbish’ and while it does include some appeals to facts and evidence,
it is largely a mix of polarised shouting and personal attacks in both Indigenous and non-
Indigenous controlled sites. These two excerpts capture some of the flavour:

. Yeah, hilarious, isn’t it? Not a peep. Happens all the time. Bogans. They get broadband
and suddenly think all they’re fucking Socrates.

The Guardian Australia, Comments section, 28 January 2016
. What exactly is wrong with this video apart from the guy filming being a flog
. WANKER
. Hey administration whos a racist prick
. They are criminals you dickhead what do you want free all the aboriginals so they can

go out and reoffend seriously has a aboriginal person ever done anything wrong in
your eyes. (Sr8BlakAtcha Facebook page, 14 October 2016)

However, the meta-conversation is not just characterised by shouting. The strongest
correlation between ‘Facts and Rubbish’ and any other topic is with G24 (c = 0.375),
‘Black & White’, a topic of everyday complaints about racism. It certainly features
robust language, but it also features specific claims of where someone has offended,
such as in this comment from the Aboriginall Facebook page, 13 March 2017:

Yall seriously butthurt about being called racist. Don’t come on here with your not all white
people and I have a black friend so I can’t be racist bullshit. If you are white, you benefit from
white privilege. Not acknowledging that is racist.

G24 is also strongly correlated (c = 0.294) with G28 ‘Talk and Listen’, which features invi-
tations to listen more effectively and expressions of gratitude – it is kinder, gentler, with
longer interventions. It is striking that this is the fourth largest topic in the database, and
while it is more likely to feature on Indigenous sites than non-Indigenous, it is still pro-
minent on the latter, as shown in Figure 8.

The Indigenous meta-conversation is somewhat different, focused on the triad of
topics at the heart of cluster 1. The largest is a topic we have also labelled ‘Black &
White’ (I21), which comprises complaints about non-Indigenous racism, becoming
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increasingly important over time, peaking before the Referendum Council’s consultation
(see Figure 9). It is strongly correlated with expressions of pride (I43), in stark contrast to
the ‘plight’ labels used in the General meta-conversation (G25).

Figure 8. Topic G28, Talk and Listen, by Indigenous source, over time.

Figure 9. Topic I16, Black & White, by source formality over time.
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Both Black & White and Pride are strongly correlated with I38, which is a set of
encouragements to keep going, keep talking, working, listening, and producing ideas,
bound together by the Aboriginal English word ‘deadly’ meaning excellent, awesome,
cool. It features statements like this:

Exactly what I tell my sons… they are still young to know how wonderful their aboriginal
heritage is… I remind them always to be proud of who they are and always will be. (Abor-
iginall, 20 February 2017, original ellipses)

These ideas are connected with topics about land (I1) and sovereignty (I39); connec-
tion to Country (I45), family (I25) and place (I15); the rejection of anything – including
constitutional recognition sometimes – that smacks of legitimising invasion and settler
sovereignty; and pride in heritage (I34). There is very little sense of pity in the Indigenous
meta-conversation; rather, there is a clear sense of standing, speaking, and asking to be
heard.

Substantive gaps, overlaps and framings

Aside from the meta-conversation, what substantive issues were the Indigenous sites dis-
cussing? What were the overlaps and gaps with the General model?

Going by their labels alone, there are very few issues that appear as separate topics in
the Indigenous model but not at all in the general, but the converse does not hold: there
are several topics that the general model distinguishes thematically but the Indigenous
does not. For instance, party politics, state premiers and councillors appear in the
general model but not the Indigenous, although the work of Indigenous Members of Par-
liament is an issue for both (I17 and G20), especially when they are seen to be promoting
policies or procedures which are rather more ‘white’ than ‘black’. Other topics reveal par-
ticular tropes or assumptions that frequently come up when non-Indigenous people
engage on Indigenous issues. For example, topic G32 focuses on rights, morality, and
beliefs as being personal rather than collective, centred in self rather than relationship,
although they get blurred with essentialist claims about European civilisation, ancestry
and heritage (G15). Similarly G54, which concerns arguments about whether Australia
should ‘acknowledge’ history or ‘move on’, is almost entirely conducted on non-Indigen-
ous sites; Indigenous people are more likely to talk about the ‘oldest living culture’ (our
emphasis) and not consign the need for recollection and truth-telling to the past. Indeed,
the data reveals a crucial First Nations claim: that colonisation happens now, that culture
is being practised now, that children are being taken from loving extended families now;
and that the strong settler tendency to place these things in the past denies reality and
responsibility (Figure 10).

There are also many cases where topics in the General model seem, on the surface, to
be about the same issues as those in the Indigenous model, but miss significant elements,
or conflate issues that the Indigenous model keeps separate. Just over half (26/50) of the
Indigenous topics have direct counterparts in the General model, and they tend to be
‘policy’ issues in cluster 3 of both models – health, employment, the annual Closing
the Gap report, for example. However, many of these are discussed differently in the
two models. For instance, in the general model domestic violence (G50) is moderately
correlated with child welfare (G57) but treated as a separate issue from, and only
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weakly correlated with, health (G31), which in turn has only weak correlations with other
welfare issues (G9) and deaths in custody (G38). The health topic’s strongest correlations
include university research (G18) and Closing the Gap. These things are treated more
holistically in the Indigenous model. Domestic violence (I23) is itself a broader topic
that includes discussion not simply of proximate causes like alcohol and drugs but of
broader family and community cohesion and how government agencies and pro-
grammes themselves disrupt that cohesion, particularly but not only via detention pol-
icies (I22) and child welfare agencies (I21). But still, in the Indigenous model, these
policy issues are generally not central: the main topics of conversation were family,
place, connection, pride, and hopes that the loss of respect and standing that comes
with the loss of land and sovereignty; while the discussion in elite Indigenous circles
was about how constitutional reform, and eventually the ‘Voice, Truth, Treaty’ pro-
gramme of the Uluru Statement from the Heart, might address those issues.

There are two further sets of related issues that, while appearing in the general model,
are given more attention and nuance in the Indigenous: racism and media represen-
tations of race. We have already noted the striking black/white terms (G24 and I16) in
which some of this discussion is conducted, and how central that is to the Indigenous
meta-conversation. In addition, topic G46 and the strongly correlated (c = 0.206) pair
of I12 and I35 concern a controversy that erupted in 2016 over the representation of Indi-
genous people in cartoons and in the media more generally, with some claiming it
amounted to hate speech under section 18c of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975;
which was then used as a causus belli by conservative media commentators, attacking
Section 18c for stifling ‘free’ speech. These topics are associated with the need for inde-
pendent Indigenous media platforms like IndigenousX (https://indigenousx.com.au);
and a more general topic (I7) about the need for greater diversity and better media rep-
resentations of First Nations people (Figure 11).

It is not that these issues of racism and representation do not appear at all in the
general model; it is that they are peripheral or subsumed by other topics like G2,

Figure 10. Wordclouds of topic G17 (Stolen generations) and I21 (children). Note that almost all the
verbs in G17 are in the past tense; I21 has a mix of tenses.
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which is about constitutional reform generally, including the removal of the consti-
tution’s race powers. G46 on free speech is the ninth smallest in the General model,
and a near outlier, only weakly correlated (c = 0.106) with just one other topic. It
mostly comprises media commentary on figures like Andrew Bolt, cartoonist Bill Leak,
and the Institute for Public Affairs, as well as their responses; in other words, it is
largely the media talking about itself. That is much less the case for I7 and I37 which
are more balanced between formal and informal sites, and pursue a more positive
agenda about Indigenous run and written media.

Conclusions: was Australia listening?

In this paper, we have focused on listening conceived in deliberative systems terms as
being about the themes that were circulating in the ‘pool of perspectives’ during the
final two years of efforts to recognise First Nations in the Australian constitution.
In particular, we asked whether Indigenous claims and framings were appearing in
the general ‘national conversation’, or whether they were just confined to Indigenous
‘enclaves’. We did so by using big data techniques to extract themes and their relation-
ships inductively from a large database of online communication. Given the limits of
space it has necessarily been a very brief overview, but our evidence shows the
following.

The salience of constitutional recognition. Constitutional recognition was, and largely
remained, a matter of high politics in formal circles and less everyday conversation. The
Recognise campaign, while important throughout the period of the database, gradually
declined relative to progress on state-level treaties, until the Uluru Statement from the
Heart pushed it off the agenda. The process of widespread dialogue and representation
created by the Referendum Council and Indigenous-led media helped to connect high
constitutional politics with the everyday experience of Indigenous peoples in a way
that other institutions did not; but that was in a context of limited discussion more
generally.

Figure 11. General 46 (left) and Indigenous 35 (right) wordclouds on media representations of
Aboriginality.
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Five public spheres, not one. There was no single public sphere, no single ‘national con-
versation’. Instead, there were five public spheres that more or less overlapped with each
other. The first two featured everyday informal conversations, with a non-Indigenous-
dominated conversation that was more likely to talk about history, the ‘plight’ of Indigen-
ous people, symbols of membership, rights and morality, and to quibble over ancestry
claims; and an Indigenous informal conversation more likely to feature stories of
Country, family (especially children), pride, and sovereignty. The third sphere was
largely non-Indigenous and focused on personalities and high politics; it overlapped
with the non-Indigenous informal sphere, but barely connected at all with the others.
The fourth sphere of Indigenous formal sources, while still interested in high politics,
acted more effectively as aggregators of perspectives and bridges between spheres. The
fifth sphere concerned the conversations of policy makers, advisers, researchers and
advocates which, while reasonably well-connected to informal concerns, nonetheless
focused on specific issues framed in its own policy language.

Racism and framings. There were plenty of topics across in the Indigenous models that
had rough analogues in the general, but Indigenous sources tended to frame, weight and
connect issues rather differently. While both talked about racism, it was clearly a more
peripheral issue in the General model; it was the core issue in the Indigenous one. For
example, the General discussion parked media representations of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islands peoples in a peripheral discussion of some media personalities,
freedom of speech and section 18c of the Racial Discrimination Act 1975; the Indigenous
model treated that issue as central to racism in Australia, personalising relatively little of
it, and trying to balance talking about what is wrong with communicating a strong sense
of pride in Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander identity.

Present and past. First Nations people talk about children and child removals, heritage,
culture, invasion and colonisation as present realities; non-Indigenous people tend to
frame these issues in terms of the past. Non-Indigenous people talk about the Stolen Gen-
erations as something that happened decades ago, and the Apology given by Prime Min-
ister Kevin Rudd as an ‘historic’ event; about the Royal Commission into Deaths in
Custody in the 1990s; about colonisation as having happened in the late eighteenth
and early nineteenth centuries. Even when talking in relatively sympathetic terms
about the ‘oldest living culture’, settlers tend to draw a line between a past allegedly
lost and a present reality in Australia. Indigenous people are more likely to talk in
terms of children being removed from families now, deaths in custody now, colonisation
now; and the continuous care for Country and practice of culture in the presence of
ancestors here, now. We have noted similar contrasts – non-Indigenous people tend
to talk about individual rights, money and compensation; Indigenous people talk
about collective responsibilities, listening, and respect – but the time issue stands out
clearly in the data.

In short, it is clear that the terms and currency of the ‘national conversation’ on con-
stitutional recognition were largely non-Indigenous; that core concerns about racism
were not heard or treated as peripheral; that ‘plight’ and a desire to consign problems
to the past dominated ‘pride’ and the present.

But on the positive side, these were tendencies and likelihoods, not the whole picture.
For example, the meta-conversation was not just aggressive and polarised: there was a
genuine desire to listen and learn in the general conversation too. It is also the case
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that on two issues Indigenous people and non-Indigenous spoke in similar terms: a love
of the land and connections with family. This calls to mind stories of farming families
and traditional owners forming partnerships to learn from each other and share the man-
agement of country (Murphy 2019) – these might be rare cases but they suggest some
common ground. And it is the case that, despite the government’s initial rejection of
the proposals and continued foot-dragging, the Uluru Statement proposals – Voice,
Treaty, Truth – secured majority support in opinion polls in every state and territory
(Zillman 2017).

Perhaps that is one of the routes to greater understanding and respect: a better
appreciation of caring for country and sustainability that comes about through opportu-
nities to work and learn together in communities. The problem is, of course, that the
burden of such work falls on too few shoulders: the 3.4 per cent of Aboriginal and
Torres Strait Islander people cannot be held responsible for educating the other 96.6
per cent, and while the moral imperative is on the shoulders of the majority (Maddison
2017), they are also the ones with the least incentive to act. That means that institutions
like those proposed in the Uluru Statement are necessary, no matter what else is needed,
to make listening to First Nations an obligation, to make use of the gift of dadirri.

Notes

1. The ‘national conversation’ label was used for the process both by the Gillard government
and its successors (Recognise 2011). The phrase originates in the United States, associated
particularly with the National Conversation on Race in the 1990s (Hartigan 2010).

2. We often use the word ‘Indigenous’ with an initial capital to include all the diverse Abori-
ginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. However, many dislike that term as being overly
generic, and where possible we acknowledge people in the way they wish to be recognised,
and use other generic terms sparingly. For general guidance, see https://aiatsis.gov.au/
explore/australias-first-peoples.

3. For reasons of space, this discussion does not set out every detail. A general description of
the computerised methodology is available in Franco-Guillén, De Laile, and Parkinson (in
press); the ethical protocol, and further technical details of the computerised work will be
available from www.natconvblog.wordpress.com. See also note 4 below.

4. See Grimmer and Stewart (2013) for a discussion of alternative methods and selection cri-
teria; and https://www.structuraltopicmodel.com for further resources on STM and its
application. The data gathering, cleaning and initial analysis was done in R Studio (www.
rstudio.com ); further analysis and data visualisations were created in Stminsights,
https://cran.r-project.org/web/packages/stminsights/vignettes/intro.html.

5. Details of correlation calculations are available from the R package documentation reposi-
tory at https://rdrr.io/cran/stm/man/topicCorr.html. We used the ‘simple’ method which
generates correlation cutoff points; correlation strength is thus a relative measure depending
on the cutoff chosen. Note that the time series graphs represent probable topic proportions
as central tendencies, with the shaded area representing the 95 per cent confidence interval.
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