EMILY THORNTON

On Unceded Land: What My Mixed Aboriginal-Irish Ancestry Cannot Settle

I live and work on unceded Aboriginal land, carrying a mixed heritage that does not reconcile
itself. My Aboriginal ancestry ties me to Country in ways that are lived, embodied, and
ongoing. My Irish inheritance arrives already curated: a history of famine, rebellion, exile;
songs of resistance that Australia has learned how to admire without being unsettled by them.
Between the two, solidarity is not an identity I can claim comfortably. It is a practice I am
obliged to learn on my own, repeatedly, with care.

Australia often describes itself as the most Irish country outside Ireland. The phrase is
usually delivered with pride at Irish pubs, rarely with interrogation. Irishness here is familiar,
folkloric, woven into national myth: the rebellious larrikin, the battler, the tortured poet. Irish
writers are celebrated for shaping Australian literature, Irish suffering acknowledged as
foundational to the colony’s early imagination of itself as marginal and resistant to empire.
Yet this embrace of Irishness sits uneasily on land that remains unceded. To be interested in
Irishness in Australia is never neutral. To inherit it, alongside Aboriginal lineage, is to live
inside contradiction.
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