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Abstract
Kath Walker (1920-1993), who was born as Kathleen Jean Mary
Ruska and later took the Aboriginal name Oodgeroo Noonuccal, is one of
the pioneering Australian Aboriginal poets. She is considered a cultural
leader as her works aim at educating her people and urge political activism.
Antonio Gramsci distinguishes between the traditional and organic
intellectuals. He claims that the latter directly arise from within a specific
social class; especially from those subaltern or marginalized groups whose
lives are shaped by conditions of economic production. Through the lens of
Gramsci's theoretical framework, this paper examines Noonuccal's role as
an organic intellectual. It proves that Noonuccal's public activism helps to
support her status as an organic intellectual. She discusses the experiences
and interests of her community, and calls to build pedagogies that shape
collective consciousness. The research is built on analyzing selected poems
of her poetry in order to explore how she acts as an organic intellectual by
challenging hegemonic structures and adopts counter-hegemonic discourse.
Her poetry serves as both a historical record and a revolutionary call for
justice. It implies criticism to colonial oppression and advocate for
Aboriginal rights. This political activism and educational efforts further
solidify her status as an organic intellectual.
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1. Introduction
In his Selections from the Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci
reflects on the intellectuals' role in society, especially in relation to class
struggle and hegemony. He presents an opposing notion to the conventional
view of intellectuals who are widely viewed as an autonomous and
independent group, Gramsci argues that the intellectuals should be deeply
embedded within the social and economic structures that shape historical
development. In the introduction of Quinton Hoare and Geoffrey Nowell
Smith's translation of his book, they highlight the fact that intellectuals act
“an essential mediating function in the struggle of class forces” (Gramsci,
1971, p. 3). In other words, his analysis challenges traditional conceptions
of intellectual work and emphasizes the necessity of understanding
intellectuals as functionaries within broader systems of power. In this
sense, Gramsci comments that:
[E]very 'essential’ social group which emerges into history out of the
preceding economic structure, and as an expression of a development
of this structure, has found (at least in all of history up to the present)
categories of intellectuals already in existence and which seemed
indeed to represent an historical continuity uninterrupted even by the
most complicated and radical changes in political and social forms.
(Gramsci, 1971, pp. 6-7)
With this, he distinguishes between two categories of intellectuals;
traditional and organic. Traditional intellectuals, such as clergy, scholars,

and philosophers often introduce themselves as independent from the
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dominant social order. However, Gramsci insists that this kind of
intellectuals, despite their claims to autonomy, are often following the
interests of the dominant class. They function as preservers of existing
ideologies and social structures, and work to ensure the continuity of the
cultural and political traditions. He observes that the "most typical of these
categories of intellectuals is that of the ecclesiastics," who held a "number
of important services: religious ideology ... together with schools,
education, morality, justice, charity, good works, etc." This often"category
of ecclesiastics can be considered the category of intellectuals organically
bound to the landed aristocracy" (Gramsci, 1971, p. 7).

In contrast, and drawing on Gramsci's theoretical framework, it is
possible to identify the key criteria that define the organic intellectuals.
That is, the organic intellectual emerges from within a specific social class;
especially from subaltern or marginalized groups whose lives are shaped by
conditions of economic production. This emergence can be contrasted with
the traditional intellectuals, who are often detached from the socio-
economic realities of the working class. As Gramsci observes:

[E]very social group, coming into existence on the original terrain of

an essential function in the world of economic production, creates

together with itself, organically, one or more strata of intellectuals
which give it its homogeneity and an awareness of its own function
not only in the economic but also in the social and political fields.

(Gramsci, 1971, p. 5)

Building on this claim, the concept of organic intellectuals goes far
beyond the ordinary production of knowledge. In a sense they are
organizers, leaders, as well as "permanent persuaders” who play an
essential role in shaping the collective consciousness of their class through
active participation in practical life (Gramsci, 1971, p. 10). For Gramsci,

the "organic intellectual” embodies the unity of theory and practice; that is,
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they do not merely write down ideas or engage in theoretical
contemplation, but work within their social group to organize the
consciousness and actual practice of that group (Gramsci, 1971, p. 9).
Gramsci rejects the rigid separation between intellectual and non-
intellectual work, asserting instead that every individual, regardless of their
profession, participates in intellectual activity when they perform a specific
social function. In this sense, some workers, supervisors, or union
organizers become “intellectuals" because they produce and organize
thought related to their work and social group, not necessarily because they
write academic articles. Such intellectual challenges the dominant
hegemony which is imposed by the ruling class, working instead to foster a
counter-hegemonic culture capable of empowering subaltern groups. As
Gramsci asserts, "every revolution has been preceded by an intense labor of
criticism, by the diffusion of culture and the spread of ideas among masses"
(Gramsci, 1971, p. 335). In this context, organic intellectuals assume a
leading moral and ethical role within their class; they offer a new vision
based on the experiences and aspirations of this class, not on principles
imposed from the outside. They act as agents of cultural change, striving to
transform and guide social consciousness toward reformist paths. They also
play a practical role in shaping and organizing their class's worldview,
including the values, perceptions, and modes of understanding that
determine how they interpret reality and their capacity to change it.

Gramsci's insights into intellectuals and their connection to cultural
hegemony can be linked to the poetry of Oodgeroo Noonuccal (1920-
1993), a pioneer of Aboriginal literature in Australia and a prominent voice
in the political and cultural struggle of the Aboriginal people. As an organic
intellectual within her Aboriginal community, her poetry becomes a
powerful vehicle for expressing her people's suffering and aspirations. She

does not merely recount pain or injustice, but rather presents new ethical
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perspectives drawn from their lived experience, their collective history, and
their aspirations for freedom and justice. In this sense, she grants the
Aboriginal class a socio-political identity through poetry that transforms
their voice from that of a victim whose suffering is recorded to an active
agent with an intellectual and moral presence. Elizabeth Webby claims that
"Oodgeroo's writing ended a period of white deafness by bringing a
powerful Aboriginal voice into earshot of large, mainstream audiences both
in Australia and overseas" (Webby, 2000, p. 29). Other critics have noted
that her work reflects a "radical humanism,” as a call for mutual respect
while highlighting colonial injustices (Shoemaker, 2004, p. 22). Jarvis et al.
(1994) asserts the fact that Oodgeroo uses her longtime motto which is
“Don’t Hate — Educate”, to stimulate change and peaceful activism in lots
of Australian organizations (p. 8).

2. Analysis

In her poetry, Noonuccal's characters, some of whom are Aboriginal
people often do not interact with anyone outside their tribe as portrayed in
the poem. Some poems show people with high spirit going about their daily
lives; other poems shed light on how colonization has affected the life of
Aboriginal people. Her poems reveal an important truth that Indigenous
people neither wanted nor benefited from colonization (Woods, 2010, p.
12). Using a style reminiscent of children’s songs; like short lines and
simple rhymes, she makes the poem sound gentle and easy, even though it
carries a profound and painful message. In a 1977 interview, she said that
she wanted her book to give voice to her people, and she believed she had
succeeded (Davidson, 1977, p. 428). This simple style affects the non-
Aboriginal reader in two ways. First, it shows that she is fluent in the
language of the colonizer and her own Indigenous language and heritage.
Second, it shows that she understands how both literature and colonialism

operate. She chooses a calm, simple style to teach the colonizers, step by
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step, the profound impact of colonial injustice on her people.

That is why Noonuccal's role as both a poet and a political activist
can be studied from the angle of Gramsci's vision of the organic
intellectual. By depending on accessible language as well as effective
Imagery, she stresses the fact her work is part of the broader Aboriginal
community, and it can empower this community to confidently use their
own narratives against the dominant colonial discourse. Her poetry
becomes a tool to resist marginalization. She uses her poetry for mobilizing
and educating Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal audiences alike, thus shaping
an anti-colonial counter-hegemony.

In her poem "Municipal Gum,"” Noonuccal tries to portray a clear
Image to the situation of her community under colonization. Using gentle
style and tone, she narrates the experience of a gumtree which seems to be
displaced. This image serves as an allegory for the Aboriginal experience
under colonial canon. The gumtree is coercively planted in an urban setting
which seems not to be its home. The opening lines go on: "Gumtree in the
city street,\ Hard bitumen around your feet." (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 53). She
chooses the gumtree as a symbol of Aboriginal identity and their deep
connection to the land, which is now confined by "hard bitumen," a rigid
and artificial structure imposed by colonial progress. The way that
Aboriginal communities were deprived of their ancestral lands and had to
deal with the legal and administrative systems of the colonial state is
reflected in this forced adaptation. The gumtree's struggle to survive in a
hostile environment becomes a metaphor for Aboriginal endurance under
settler hegemony. Such metaphor reinforces how colonial power relies on
the systematic imposition of an unfamiliar way of life as they have done
with Aboriginal people.

However, such soft power needs a counter-power in order to

construct an alternative worldview that resists dominant power structures.
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Noonuccal advances this vision through a contrast between the gumtree's
current suffering and the idealized world where it belongs:

Rather you should be

In the cool world of leafy forest halls

And wild bird calls. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 53)

Here, the poet portrays the gumtree which exists freely within their own
environment. The "leafy forest halls" and "wild bird calls" refer to a pre-
colonial world of harmony, and natural belonging. By depicting this
alternative, Noonuccal is actively resisting the dominant colonial ideology
that normalizes Aboriginal displacement. Furthermore, a counter-
hegemonic voice appear as a direct interrogation of colonial power, when
the speaker says: "O fellow citizen, / What have they done to us?"
(Noonuccal, 1964, p. 53). The expression "fellow citizen" is crucial since it
demands an equal status for Aboriginal people within the Australian nation-
state, and at the same time rejects the colonial framework that has reduced
them to the margins. With this rhetorical question, she forces the reader to
confront the historical and ongoing injustices of colonialism, challenging
the hegemonic narrative that seeks to erase or justify Aboriginal suffering.
Her use of the phrase "what have they done to us?" transforms her
individual poetic expression into a collective Aboriginal voice, reinforcing
her status as an organic intellectual who articulates the concerns of her
people. She speaks as a poet-activist whose work is deeply embedded in the
Aboriginal struggle for justice.

Then, the speaker compares the gumtree to a “cart-horse.” This
comparison solidifies her role as an organic intellectual:

Here you seem to me

Like that poor cart-horse

Castrated, broken, a thing wronged,

Strapped and buckled, its hell prolonged, (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 53)
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This imagery compares the tree's pain to the suffering of Aboriginal who
were exploited under colonial capitalism. The cart-horse, once a free and
powerful creature, is now "castrated, broken, a thing wronged," much like
Aboriginal people who were forcibly assimilated into a system designed to
suppress their autonomy. By incorporating this metaphor, Noonuccal
expands her counter-hegemonic practice beyond racial oppression to
include class struggle and economic subjugation, aligning with Gramsci’s
view that cultural and economic domination are intertwined.

As an intellectual, Noonuccal digs deep to identify the ideologies
that highlight such racial hierarchies which foster colonial control over
Aboriginal populations. These imposed hierarchies function as both an
ideological justification for dispossession and a tool for economic
exploitation. In her poem "All One Race," Noonuccal develops a vision of
human unity that directly challenges racial divisions, colonial hierarchies,
and nationalistic ideologies. She confronts these racial divisions and the
false consciousness that sustains them:

Black tribe, yellow tribe, red, white or brown,

From where the sun jumps up to where it goes down,

Herrs and pukka-sahibs, demoiselles and squaws,

All one family, so why make wars? (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 1)

Here, Noonuccal begins by listing racial and ethnic categories imposed by

colonial and imperialist systems. The terms "Herrs," "pukka-sahibs,
"demoiselles,” and "squaws™ show how European colonization categorized
people into rigid social structures in ways that reinforced subjugation. By
juxtaposing these terms with the assertion "All one family," she directly
attacks the ideological hegemony of racial separation and its function in
sustaining systems of dominance.

In return, Noonuccal tries to deconstruct this notion of racial

superiority by asserting a universal human identity beyond colonial
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categories. She writes: "I’'m for all humankind, not colour gibes; / I’'m
international, and never mind tribes" (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 1). Here, she
rejects ideas of racial superiority and limited tribal loyalties, presenting
herself as part of a global movement that resists the divisions created by
colonial and nationalistic beliefs. The emphasis on "international™ identity
goes side by side with global Aboriginal rights movements and postcolonial
struggles that sought to transcend European-imposed divisions between
peoples. Additionally, her rhetorical question "so why make wars?"
(Noonuccal, 1964, p. 1) triggers the readers to think of the act of using such
racial differences as a justification for conquest, drawing the attention to
the historical violence prolonged under the guise of racial superiority. By
exposing the arbitrary nature of racial division, Noonuccal breaks the
dominant logic that normalizes colonial control.

Furthermore, the speaker continues her universal plea by deploying
Aboriginal identity and their lived experience as a framework that can be
consulted for global solidarity. By doing this, she emphasizes the parallel
between Aboriginal struggles and broader anti-colonial movements:

We’re not interested in their igloos,

They’re not mad about kangaroos;

I’m international, never mind place;

I’m for humanity, all one race. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 1)

In this stanza, Oodgeroo rejects the Eurocentric expectation that Aboriginal
people must conform to settler ideologies or cultural norms. she contrasts
between two things, "igloos™ and "kangaroos”, that characterize Australia
from other countries. In doing so, she wants to say that her people are not
after Australia by itself. She tries to universalize their case and at the same
time deconstruct the essentialist stereotypes that cultural difference should
not be a basis for exclusion or superiority. Instead, she calls for an

international mindset that prioritizes human dignity over racial and national
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divisions,

Noonuccal's plea for reconciliation and forward-looking progress
instead of revolution is clearly depicted in her poem "Let Us Not Be
Bitter." She argues that Aboriginal people should focus on developing
themselves instead of thinking of bitterness and revenge. In the first lines of
the poem, she shifts the attention of her people from historical reflection to
thinking of reconciliation:

Away with bitterness, my own dark people

Come stand with me, look forward, not back,

For a new time has come for us. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 2)

Here, she asserts the need for mutual understanding between Aboriginal
and non-Aboriginal Australians. This means transforming historical
suffering into a foundation for growth and progress. As stated earlier, in
Australia, colonial hegemony positions Aboriginal people as passive
victims, incapable of progress unless assimilated into white society.
Noonuccal challenges this hegemonic narrative of Aboriginal dullness
while acknowledging the impact of historical oppression:

Now we must change, my people. For so long

Time for us stood still; now we know

Life is change, life is progress,

Life is learning things, life is onward. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 2)

When she writes, "time for us stood still," she refers to the stereotypical
social and economic image of Aboriginal people under White policies, land
dispossession, and exclusion from education and employment. Colonial
ideology portrayed Aboriginal culture as static and incompatible with
modern civilization. They impose the belief that progress requires
assimilation not only integration.

For this reason, Noonuccal rejects the notion that Aboriginal people

must remain trapped in the past. Instead, she argues that change is a natural
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and necessary process, and one Aboriginal people should actively
participate in that change rather than being led by it. She tries to awaken
her people to the fact that white Australians themselves have undergone a
process of cultural and social development: "White men had to learn
civilised ways, / Now it is our turn™ (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 2). These lines
reframe progress as a universal human experience rather than a uniquely
European trait. It subverts the colonial narrative that Aboriginal people are
inherently primitive.

In response, Noonuccal foresees a future where Aboriginal
Australians adapt their ways and at the same time maintaining their cultural
integrity:

Let us try to understand the white men's ways

And accept them as they accept us;

Let us judge the white people by the best of their race. (Noonuccal,

1964, p. 2)

Here, Noonuccal makes a critical distinction between understanding and
submission. She does not suggest that Aboriginal people abandon their
traditions or blindly adopt colonial norms. Instead, she argues that true
engagement must be based on mutual respect and equality. Her claim that
Aboriginal people should judge those white Australians by "the best of
their race" serves as a clear act of resistance against dominant power
structures. It challenges the dominant racial hierarchy by flipping the
colonial gaze back onto white society—insisting that white people, too,
must be judged by their actions, rather than assuming superiority by
default. She further emphasizes that reconciliation must be built on mutual
recognition, rather than resentment: "The prejudiced ones are less than we,
/' We want them no more than they want us" (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 2). By
asserting that racists are morally inferior, she undermines the hegemonic

belief in white superiority. She repositions Aboriginal people as agents who

[V | 2 YYD i - (1Y) il S s | ¢\




Lunal) daglially diagl) Laalia :dygune AiEiaS JRigh ggsaal
have the power to reject and dismiss those who seek to oppress them, rather
than being victims.

As an organic intellectual, Noonuccal offers a vision for progress
reflecting Gramsci's idea that such intellectuals should guide and unite the
oppressed in creating a new social order. Her leadership role is evident in
the final stanza:

Let us not be bitter, that is an empty thing,

A maggot in the mind.

The past is gone like our childhood days of old,

The future comes like dawn after the dark,

Bringing fulfilment. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 2)

By calling bitterness "a maggot in the mind," the poet shows it as a harmful
force that destroys people who remain trapped in the past. However, this is
not a call for forgetting history. Rather, she insists that Aboriginal people
must move forward with a clear vision for the future. This metaphor used
here aligns with her broader counter-hegemonic message. Just as night
inevitably gives way to morning, Aboriginal people must rise beyond their
historical suffering and claim their rightful place in the nation. Rather than
advocating for passive reconciliation, she demands a future where
Aboriginal people are equal participants in shaping Australian society. By
transforming historical suffering into a vision of dignity and collective
advancement, she reclaims intellectual labour as a means of resistance and
empowerment, as stated by Dr. Basma Al-Azawi that "to resist hegemony,
therefore, means to construct an opposing model and to believe in it"
(2017, p. 236).

Then, Noonuccal dives in the past itself as a way to meditate on
Aboriginal historical continuity, cultural memory, and resistance to colonial
erasure. This is discussed in her poem "Past." In this poem, she challenges

the hegemonic narrative that seeks to confine Aboriginal identity to the past
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while affirming the living presence of Aboriginal heritage in the modern
world. One of the key ways in which colonial hegemony operates is
through the manipulation of historical narratives. They position Aboriginal
cultures as frozen in time, rather than as dynamic and evolving identities.
She rejects this colonial framework from the very beginning when she
declares: "Let no one say the past is dead.\ The past is all about us and
within" (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 93). These lines challenge the colonial myth
of progress, which positions Aboriginal cultures as relics that must be
replaced by European civilization. By asserting that the past is alive within
her, Noonuccal disrupts the linear, Eurocentric understanding of time that
separates Aboriginal identity from the present. Next, she reinforces this
idea by highlighting the weight of history on her identity:

This little now, this accidental present

Is not the all of me, whose long making

Is so much of the past. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 93)

She describes the present as being "accidental,” and through this
description she reduces its significance compared to the deep continuity of
Aboriginal existence. This continuity is supported by the phrase "long
making" which is used to resist the colonial desire to diminish Aboriginal
identity to the present moment. In this context, Gramsci's argument that
hegemonic ideologies are maintained through cultural narratives that affect
people's perceptions of history and identity is recalled with the speaker's
rejection of these narratives. Such rejection constitutes a form of
intellectual resistance against colonial hegemony. She portrays such a
vision by contrasting the artificiality of suburban life with the deep
authenticity of Aboriginal belonging:

Tonight here in suburbia as | sit

In easy chair before electric heater,

Warmed by the red glow, | fall into dream: (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 93)
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This suburban setting allegorizes Western modernity. It feels detached and
alienating. The electric heater's "red glow" is compared to the natural
warmth of the campfire, marking the disconnection between Aboriginal
identity and the imposed colonial environment. However, Noonuccal resists
this erasure by invoking a counter-hegemonic memory that reconnects her
with her cultural origins:

| am away

At the campfire in the bush, among

My own people, sitting on the ground,

No walls around me,

The stars over me,

The tall surrounding trees that stir in the wind

Making their own music. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 93)
In this stanza, the speaker reclaims Aboriginal space and belonging by
challenging hegemonic displacement. She presents a smooth and heaven-
like atmosphere to the reader. The campfire is place in the lap of nature
where no walls separate them from nature itself or from each other. Such
image is in contrast with the structural confinement of suburbia. The
natural items such as stars, trees, and natural sounds emphasize the spiritual
and ecological interconnectedness that defines Aboriginal identity. By
asserting Aboriginal presence in the contemporary world, Noonuccal
counters the erasure of Aboriginal history and refuses to be demoted to the
margins of Australian society. In doing so, she contributes to Gramsci's
vision of a counter-hegemonic intellectual movement, which must reclaim
both history and culture to dismantle oppressive structures. Noonuccal
assumes this role by using poetry as a tool for awakening historical
consciousness and fostering collective identity. Additionally, her role as an
organic intellectual is particularly evident in the lines:

Deep chair and electric radiator
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Are but since yesterday,

But a thousand campfires in the forest

Are in my blood. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 93)

A clear juxtaposition is presented here to compare between ephemeral
nature of colonial modernity and the enduring cultural traditions of her
people. This juxtaposition serves as a direct challenge to the hegemonic
idea that Aboriginal culture is fading, reinforcing that Aboriginal identity is
an ongoing, living presence.

Moreover, Gramsci believes that counter-hegemonic movements
require a historical consciousness that empowers the subaltern to reclaim
their identity, and Noonuccal's assertion of cultural continuity goes side by
side with that claim. She frames Aboriginal history as something in her
blood. She, also, presents Aboriginal survival as an act of defiance. This
makes her poetry an essential component of cultural and intellectual
resistance against colonial hegemony. Her final lines reinforce this idea:

Let none tell me the past is wholly gone.

Now is so small a part of time, so small a part

Of all the race years that have moulded me. (Noonuccal, 1964, p. 93)
She positions herself as historical agent who carries the weight of centuries
of resistance and survival. The phrase "race years that have moulded me"
summarizes the fact that Aboriginal history is an active force shaping the
present as well as the future. Therefore, the poem, "Past" asserts that
Aboriginal identity is shaped by generations of cultural endurance and
resistance to colonial erasure. By reclaiming this history, she asserts
Aboriginal presence as both a cultural and material force that challenges
colonial narratives which seek to render Aboriginal people passive.
Conclusion

Oodgeroo Noonuccal illustrates Gramsci's concept of the organic

intellectual by blending literary expression with activism. Moreover, her
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poetry serves as a powerful force for social and political transformation.
She tries to form a class consciousness which is "an essential tool in
educating the masses, achieving the revolution, overturning the bourgeois
system, and establishing a bourgeois state, while at the same time being the
tool for its eventual dissolution” (Hamad and Mahdi, 2023, p. 131).

Analyzing her work through a Gramscian lens highlights the relevance
of Noonuccal contributions to Aboriginal literature and resistance. Her
legacy continues to inspire new generations of writers, activists, and
intellectuals who seek to challenge dominant narratives and advocate for
justice. Her important message is “intentionally designed to voice
Aboriginal people's protest against white Australian policies that
marginalize them politically, socially and culturally in their own land"
(Khalid, 2018, p.77).

Rather than adopting the abstract or elitist language of traditional
intellectuals, she employs accessible and evocative imagery that resonates
with Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal audiences alike. As such, Noonuccal
achieves the standards that Gramsci adopts to categorize some intellectuals
as organic. That is, she emerges from within an oppressed class and works
to express its struggles and aspirations. Unlike traditional intellectuals, who
serve the dominant power structure, organic intellectuals actively engage in
resistance and empower their communities. Noonuccal, as both a poet and
activist, fulfills this role by using her poetry to reshape public
consciousness and foster solidarity.
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