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ABSTRACT
This exploratory study seeks to illustrate how the policy context shapes the way policy actors engage
with concepts of gender and practices of racism. The paper draws on two case studies in the context
of family and domestic violence (FDV) policy and service development in an Australian State Gov-
ernment context. The first case study uses document analysis of a major public inquiry into Gov-
ernment agency responses to FDV in Indigenous communities. The second uses a policy audit tool
to examine a policy development process in a department responsible for coordinating human serv-
ice agencies, services and funding of community-sector FDV projects. These case studies reveal that
both Aboriginal women and non-Ab original women can disappear from the concerns that FDV
policy purports to solve. To demonstrate our argument, we show how the policy terminology of both
'domestic violence' and that of family violence' can render gender and racism invisible.
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the policy area of family and domestic violence
(FDV). The speech was one of many over recent
years by government about a subject once con-
sidered taboo: family and domestic violence in
Aboriginal communities. The Western Australia
Parliament has engaged in numerous debates and
the Government has responded to frequent
media reports about the subject. Increasingly
these have been about FDV experienced in Abo-
riginal communities. In contrast to a history of
silence, the past five years has seen the policy con-
text of FDV become highly politicized to the
issue. Public sector agencies are under immense
pressure, as the Australian public expresses 'moral
outrage' (Cripps 2007) about endemic abuse
against Aboriginal women and children.

Such outrage is overdue. Indigenous women
are 45 times more likely to experience domestic
violence than non-Indigenous women and 10
times more likely to be killed as a result of
domestic violence (Partnerships Against Domes-
tic Violence 2001). In this context, the pressure is
on departments most closely responsible for deal-
ing with family violence against women and chil-
dren - police, justice and community welfare - to
counter and curtail the problem.

This paper examines the complexities and
challenges of the public policy process in a
fraught and challenging field at a time of turmoil
and public visibility. We describe the research as
exploratory since it draws on two case studies in
one Australian state to examine the extent to
which intersectionality is ignored in domestic
violence policy. The paper suggests that although
the issue of family violence is now much more
visible to public scrutiny and departments alike,
the crucial issue of the gendered power relations
that underpins this family violence remains as
invisible as ever when it comes to policy develop-
ment.

Our two case studies are drawn from the field
of FDV in Western Australia. Our analysis of
these case studies shows two different ways in
which gendered power relations become invisible.
The first case, commonly called the 'Gordon

Inquiry', shows how gendered power relations
can be omitted from family violence policy when
the emphasis of the report is on institutionalized
racism. The second shows how Indigenous
women disappear in the departmental high-level
policy for FDV, but so also does gendered power
relations. Both of these public policy documents
indicate a lost opportunity to explore intersec-
tionality. Despite this similarity, the capacity of
each to confront the white ethnocentrism of fam-
ily violence policy is quite diflFerent.

LITERATURE REVIEW
The historically and socially contingent nature of
policy is particularly relevant in the field of Abor-
iginal affairs where policies have been critically
affected by recent media and public attention. At
the same, time feminist studies point to the need
for projected gender outcomes to be taken into
account in all policy development processes. For
some feminists the answer lies in what is now
termed 'gender mainstreaming' (Walby 2005).
However, as Eveline and Bacchi (2005) noted,
that approach to policy is highly contested and
subject to being infused with inadequate under-
standings of gender. As Bacchi (2005: 184) stat-
ed, 'the task is to examine how gendered concepts
are applied in the lives of diverse groups of men
and women'.

Domestic violence is a field of public policy in
which one would expect that a gender analysis
would be ubiquitous. Yet neither gender nor
institutional racism is necessarily given priority
in such policymaking. Once considered a taboo
subject, domestic violence has become a subject
for public and political attention, with the World
Health Organization estimating that between
15% and 71% of women have experienced physi-
cal or sexual assault from an intimate partner
(World Health Organization [WHO] 2005: xiii).

Despite gathering pace in the last decade,
much domestic violence research has neglected or
ignored Indigenous experience. There is signifi-
cant under-reporting of FDV for all population
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groups, but particularly for Aboriginal women
experiencing FDV. Nonetheless, statistical indi-
cators reveal considerable over-representation
of Indigenous women experiencing assault and
death (Office for Women's Policy 2006). Aborigi-
nal women are 10 times more likely to be mur-
dered than non-Aboriginal women (Duff 1994:
38). In Western Australia, Aboriginal women
'make up only about 3% of the adult female pop-
ulation (yet) they accounted for half of all the
domestic violence incidents reported to the police
in 1994 ... (they) are more than 45 times more
likely than non-Aboriginal women to be a victim
of domestic violence' (Ferrante et al 1996). The
Office for Women's Policy (2005: 57) has report-
ed that 22.6% of Indigenous women in Western
Australia perceived family violence as a problem
in their community. Despite their continued calls
for improved safety and protection. Indigenous
women have been described as 'the single most
legally disadvantaged group in Australian society'
(Australian Law Reform Commission 1994).

The full picture of FDV and its impacts on the
social, emotional, physical and ñnancial well-
being of Indigenous women and communities is
currently unmeasured and program evaluations
report mixed success with efforts at prevention,
intervention, punishment and treatment. The
2007 Social Justice Report (Aboriginal & Torres
Strait Islander Social Justice Commissioner,
Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Com-
mission (HREOC) 2007) identified concerns
with research and evaluation methods, including
the privileging of statistical data by government
that ultimately serves to reinforce negative stereo-
types. 'One of the challenges that this demon-
strates is to listen to communities and ensure
that evaluation is conducted in a situational and
culturally appropriate way' (HREOC 2007: 22).
Understanding the components for 'best practice'
is still under-developed. However, common ele-
ments at community level include the impor-
tance of Aboriginal leadership and Aboriginal
women project self-management. It has been of
critical importance for the sustainability of Abor-

iginal communities to resist racist assumptions
that problematise Aboriginal peoples by portray-
ing Aboriginality as the source of FDV problems
and presenting a chronic or recalcitrant 'Aborigi-
nal problem' (Blagg 2008; Cripps 2004).

Aboriginal women and men continue to be
affected by the traumatic legacy of historical in-
stitutional racism, expressed and reinforced by
individual acts of racism by agents of the state.
Conventional wisdom surrounding racial cate-
gories perpetuates discrimination and prejudice.
Mainstream agencies continue to relate to Abor-
iginal women and men on the basis of racist
stereotypes that are so familiar they are rarely
challenged.

Institutional racism infuses domestic violence
policy. Perpetrator treatments and crisis manage-
ment systems have been based on Western inter-
ventions and imposed by social institutions in
ways described by Indigenous writers as epistemic
and post-colonial (Duran et al 1998). Western
(white) theories of domestic violence have been
increasingly challenged by Indigenous critics as
tools for social control. Simplistic conventional
solutions that exacerbate the problem include
programs that pathologise Indigenous men, focus
on parallel factors such as alcohol and drug abuse
and treat violence as symptomatic of a general
community deficiency. Duran concluded that
'authors maintain a definition of the problem
that masks the issues of domination and subjuga-
tion, issues which must be considered given the
historical context of this problem' (Duran et al
1998: 98).

The literature shows that Indigenous women
dealing with agencies experience racism as an
everyday occurrence (Baldry, Creen & Thorpe
2006; St. Jean &c Feagin 1998). 'One in five
Indigenous women experienced discrimination
and or racism in 2002' (Office for Women's Poli-
cy 2005: 58). In 2004, an inquiry into housing
for Aboriginal people examined institutional
racism and reported that 'Aboriginal women and
children escaping domestic and/or family vio-
lence experience a higher degree of disadvantage
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than non-Aboriginal applicants' (Equal Oppor-
tunity Commission 2004: 179).

In an attempt to place Indigenous issues
on policy agendas, activists have promoted and
supported a politics of Indigenous identity. Pat
O'Shane (1976), for example, showed how and
why the primary concern for Aboriginal women
was racism, not gender. Jackie Huggins (Huggins
cited in Jones 2005) explaind that 'there are
some issues where Indigenous women can form
alliances with non-Indigenous women, but that
the form of feminism that is available to Indige-
nous women is not the model they prefer. In-
stead, they have their own brand of feminism
that's all-encompassing'. In short, Aboriginal
women's writings have stressed as their primary
struggle the survival of their people, the recogni-
tion of their cultural identity and what those
needs dictate for government policy.

In this context gender discrimination becomes
secondary to cultural identity. The extent to
which this much-needed emphasis on institution-
al racism can sustain a gender analysis has been
strongly debated. Stubbs (2004: 4), for example,
abhorred the backlash against gender policy and
argued that 'denouncing domestic violence as a
crime has been an important gain of feminist
activism after a history of neglect and should not
be undermined'. Others have argued that neither
gender nor race should be the primary focus, but
rather how the two intersect in different situa-
tions. Led by black feminists in the United States,
Crenshaw (1991) and Collins (1998), this con-
cern for intersectionality has had very limited
attention in Australian policy. It is that concern,
coupled with the need to recognise the racism
that underpins Aboriginal women's struggles, that
provides the analytical starting point for this
paper.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Qualitative methodology was considered most
appropriate to gather new information and a
deeper understanding about gender and racism,
contested fields of study. Exploratory in its

design, the research sought to gain an under-
standing of how particular policy objectives are
conceptualized as well as operationalised.

We used a case study approach and the tech-
niques of literature review, policy audits, docu-
ment analysis and interviews with a number of
key players. Case study is valuable for gaining a
greater depth of understanding of the topic (Yin
1989). The two case studies in this research were
designed to provide triangulation for the research
question of when and how gender and racism are
rendered invisible. We used issues and themes
arising from document analysis of the two case
studies to develop the interview questions and
analyse the transcripts. Both case studies analysed
Western Australian policy documents and reports.

The first case study examined in-depth a major
inquiry report to government (Gordon, Hallahan
& Henry 2002). The Inquiry that developed the
report was instituted by the Western Australian
Government in 2001 as a response to media
accounts of widespread sexual abuse and violence
within the Aboriginal community. We selected
the Inquiry for its significance as a major policy
'driver' for what it calls 'family violence' services
specific to Aboriginal communities. We comple-
mented content analysis of the 'Gordon Report'
and other Inquiry publications by examining
other relevant government documents. These
included parliamentary debates, media state-
ments, departmental policies and procedures con-
cerning implementation plans and activities,
operational guidelines for staff dealing with child
protection and family violence, program outlines,
implementation and evaluation reports.

Our second case study used a policy audit
method. Techniques involved an initial meeting
with senior policy staff, analysis of relevant policy
documents, interviews with the staff who worked
on drafting the policy, and a further meeting with
this group to discuss and revise our policy audit
draft report. Phone conversations and email com-
munications were also sources of information.

The policy audit was undertaken during a
review of the existing Government 'mainstream'
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FDV Policy in order to appreciate experiences
and perspectives of policy actors during the devel-
opment process. Commencing the policy audit
process during policy review was an opportunity
to learn about the early stages of the 'policy cycle'
rather than following policy adoption and imple-
mentation. The policy audit was conducted as
part of a larger Gender Analysis of Policy research
project, the stated goal of which was to refine
existing models and develop gender analysis
processes appropriate for application in the Aus-
tralian public sector context (Bacchi et al 2005).

Insights gained from semi-structured inter-
views as part of the policy audit contributed to
a picture of the strategic thinking and motiva-
tions involved in policy development within that
politicised environment. Interview questions were
drawn from Status of Women Canada (2001)
material to describe the policy context, question
the extent to which the policy expresses intention
to be gender-inclusive and culturally inclusive,
and the extent the FDV policy achieved gender-
equitable and culturally-equitable outcomes.

Case study one: 'Gordon Inquiry'
The inquiry that we examine in our first case
study is known colloquially as the 'Gordon
Inquiry' because it was chaired by prominent
Aboriginal magistrate Sue Gordon. The Inquiry
was triggered by several incidents of sexual and
physical abuse of Aboriginal children, which
received significant media attention and resulted
in a public outcry. The findings of a coronial
inquest questioned Government services and pro-
fessional practices and prompted Government
action. Previous reports. Parliamentary debates
and media profiles revealed a highly political poli-
cy context within which public servants were
delivering services to vulnerable, disadvantaged
Aboriginal communities. Prior to the Inquiry,
independent research and government reports
had criticised a range of structural, organization-
al, administrative and human resource factors
impeding progress in responding to the needs
and problems experienced by Aboriginal people.

The Gordon Inquiry worked within estab-
lished Terms of Reference, with restricted time
and resources, and in a climate of political and
public pressure. The Committee of three heading
the Inquiry received submissions, heard personal
evidence, traveled throughout the State for con-
sultations, drew on a comprehensive contracted
literature review, and engaged in dialogue with
key human service agencies. Their report (Gor-
don et al 2002) made over 190 recommendations
for change to support successful local initiatives
by Government at community level and to ad-
dress perceived problems at agency level and
across inter-agency structures.

The approach taken by the Inquiry reflected
Aboriginal views that sustainability for Aboriginal
peoples was dependent on finding ways to count-
er substantial intergenerational trauma, disad-
vantage and disempowerment in the face of
white mainstream systems and practices that were
destructive at their worst and negligent at their
most benign. Dealing with substantial disadvan-
tages was the challenge and theme throughout
the report. The Inquiry had a mandate to exam-
ine public services that Aboriginal people identi-
fied as problematic, identify how the extensive
disadvantages experienced by Aboriginal commu-
nities could be dealt with by mainstream agen-
cies, and areas for reform of FDV services was the
task (Gordon et al 2002: xx—xxi). The experiences
of actual or potential Aboriginal FDV service
users provided the material that informed recom-
mendations for agency change. Public policy was
viewed as having responsibility for Aboriginal dis-
advantage either directly or indirectly, immediate-
ly or historically; Aboriginal disadvantage was
portrayed as being a causative factor which was
intensified by FDV.

Institutional racism
The Inquiry reported that racism was one of
multiple contributing factors to the endemic vio-
lence against Indigenous women and children. A
composite account of institutional racism was
provided by the Inquiry's examination of policy
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outcomes experienced by Indigenous clients.
Intergenerational trauma was described as a
legacy of colonization, genocide, dispossession,
forced removal of children, loss of land, destruc-
tion of culture, and persistent racism. Indigenous
communities were reported to have become
increasingly vulnerable to symptomatic family
violence and white government interventions,
potentially more destructive than beneficial.
Within the picture of violence in Aboriginal
communities presented by the Inquiry, violence
against women and children was perpetrated by
potentially multiple abusers connected by extend-
ed family relationships located within the com-
munity. The Inquiry concluded that future policy
and service developments required a coordinated
and well-resourced, culturally sensitive system
that would be increasingly under the direction, if
not controlled, by Aboriginal peoples themselves
(Gordon et al 2002; Kovacs 2002).

The Government strongly endorsed the major
thrust of the Gordon Inquiry's report (Govern-
ment of Western Australia 2002). Subsequently,
over a period of four years. Treasury injected
major funding to the key agencies to implement
recommendations for program initiatives, infra-
structure development, and departmental projects
to strengthen service delivery (Gallop 2002).
Interim evaluations have been critical of imple-
mentation progress and monitoring, and com-
prehensive evaluations are underway (Auditor
General for Western Australia 2005).

Gender dimensions of FDV in
Indigenous communities
In making its recommendations, the Committee
encouraged human service agencies to ensure
cross-cultural sensitivity and develop inclusive
practices, such as promoting the language of
family and community instead of violence against
women. The report noted that for Aboriginal
women and men, white mainstream agencies
delivered FDV policy that effectively denied the
history of oppression, genocide and systemic
abuse of Aboriginal people. It also acknowledged

that ethnocentric definitions, understandings and
approaches created difficulties for intervening in
family violence in Aboriginal communities.

There were two elements of FDV policy that
the Inquiry did not examine: (a) the structural
arrangements whereby public sector institutions
operate as systems of social control to protect and
perpetuate inequalities, and (b) the intersections
of gender and racism in family violence policy
and what they might mean for that policy's
capacity to protect Aboriginal women.

The Inquiry's conclusions drew on a growing
body of literature by Indigenous authors, espe-
cially Aboriginal women, which reveals the histo-
ry of sexualised racist abuse by Anglo-Australians
since white settlement and rebukes the role of the
state and its agents for white ethnocentricity. In
turn, several Aboriginal women who spoke to
the Inquiry rejected mainstream approaches that
individualised social problems, arguing that these
further victimised the whole Aboriginal commu-
nity, criminalised Aboriginal men and indirectly
blamed Aboriginal women for the violence they
suffered.

In the light of such discussions, those leading
the Gordon Inquiry decided to adopt the termi-
nology of 'family violence' in place of the usual
'domestic violence'. However, this shift in termi-
nology did not altogether resolve the definitional
problems, and indeed raised voices of concern
from Aboriginal women. These were subsequent-
ly reported in the community consultations: 'I
would prefer to see family/domestic violence
called "Violence against Women". "Family Vio-
lence" makes it sound nice!' (Gordon et al: 29).

In dealing with this debate among Aboriginal
women the report of the Inquiry added an
appendix showing how definitions differed across
Australia, and in the FDV sector, organizations
and sections within agencies. The report advised
that in light of these wide variations in terminol-
ogy and categories used there was a call for a term
which could capture the need to respect Indige-
nous calls for a focus on the broader experience
of violence within extended Indigenous families
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(Gordon et al July 2002: 29). 'For many Indige-
nous people the term family violence is preferred
as it encompasses all forms of violence in inti-
mate, family and other relationships of mutual
obligation and support' (Gordon et al July 2002:
26). The report also argued for a singular, shared
defmition for the purpose of ensuring 'collabora-
tive and coordinated responses' (Gordon et al July
2002: 27).

Case study two: Western Australian
Family and Domestic Violence Policy
The FDV Policy was intended to provide a
framework for the guidance of department staff
and the development of responses to individuals,
families and communities affected by family and
domestic violence. From the framework would
follow documentation for policy implementation
including departmental operational guidelines
and training manuals. The department involved
carries responsibility for policy coordination
across human services agencies. Unlike the Gor-
don Inquiry analysed above, the FDV Policy is
not meant to provide a vehicle for the depart-
ment to influence the broader FDV field (includ-
ing inter-governmental, inter-departmental and
the community services sector). Rather, it estab-
lishes the principles for how a department inter-
nally works with family and domestic violence.
To establish what was needed for this task, the
policy group drew on documents that had been
available in the field for some years to outline
principles for 'best practice' in service delivery
across government and non-government organi-
zations.

The policy development process was conduct-
ed according to a schedule of regular policy
reviews across government departments. The
review and development process updates and
amends policies to reflect best practice develop-
ments, provide for changes such as organizational
and structural requirements, meet new service
needs and take account of expectations for policy
responsivity and accountability. The FDV Policy

was initially developed in 1996. A relatively limit-
ed review was undertaken in 2000, so a substan-
tial revision ofthe Policy was involved in 2005-
2006. The goal was to meet the requirements of
recent legislative reform and to be forward think-
ing with holistic policy that was informed by the
latest statistical data and research. Injecting more
evidence and information into policy and prac-
tice has become more important in response
to an increasingly 'audit culture' (Power 1999),
where measurement and accountability identifies
particular outcomes.

The political environment within which policy
development took place was of primary impor-
tance to the review. The department's strategic
plan reflected the breadth of focus and challenge
of new directions experienced by the department
from Government planning, new legislation, im-
plementation of new policies and a new Indige-
nous 'vision'. The department's structure reflected
the wide range of functions and a number of pol-
icy units informed and supported the work of
core regional and local fleldwork.

In tune with a government sensitive to media
coverage of child abuse, most intense visibility
was directed at children's welfare. Accountability
for the agency against a primary objective of child
protection was producing considerable pressure
on department staff across functional areas.
The department's service delivery based on com-
munity development approaches was being chal-
lenged by calls for a 'law and order' response that
required increased crisis intervention with case-
work. The 'best practice' model for programs for
victims of domestic violence had been criticized
for its 'colour blindness', and policy development
that considered Aboriginal perspectives was called
for by the FDV fleld (HREOC 2002). And many
departments were facing the challenge of allocat-
ing FDV funds to meet increasing demands for
perpetrator education and violence prevention
programs on the one hand and the needs of
ongoing and new refuge and victim services for
women on the other. The intensity of political
sensitivity and media scrutiny created a degree
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of vultierability and anxiety that affected the
policy development. Subsequent to the case study
period, the department experienced considerable
instability with repeated restructuring and staff
changes at the senior levels.

Some years earlier, observers viewed the fore-
runner of this department as dealing with
'women's issues' as a major part of its agenda. In
the current climate, government departments had
adopted a strategic approach and terminology of
'gender neutrality'. Consequently, the gender
focus of policies across the department has in
most cases been implicit rather than explicit. Pol-
icy actors expressed awareness of the need to be
strategic in promoting particular concepts and
approaches to specific audiences and participants
in the policy process. A number of gender-based
insights drive the department's operations, and it
was explained that the high level policies need to
be deliberately broad in order to allow for gender
as well as other kinds of diversity to be taken into
account at the point of implementation.

Within this context, FDV policy was present-
ed as 'even-handed' to achieve a 'political balance'
in policy statements. The approach was designed
for public reassurance using policy language that
was carefully pitched to sustain a gender-neutral
tone. Policymakers explained during interviews
that 'more ambiguous or neutral terms ... would
enable current trends and findings to shape the
services'. References are made in policy docu-
ments to 'individuals', 'families', 'communities'
and 'young people'. The department's charter was
presented in a way that was deemed acceptable to
the broader community, that is, as inclusive (of
men) rather than being concerned exclusively or
predominantly with women's issues and needs. A
focus on domestic violence which had come to
signify violence against women was shifted over
time to a broader focus onto family and domestic
violence. The policy document states that FDV
'impacts on all sections of the community, cut-
ting across race, gender, age and social status'.
The shift was explained as the department's res-
ponsiveness to feedback from Aboriginal women

(Hovane 2006; Nancarrow 2006) and advice
from government Aboriginal policy experts.

Despite this apparent concern for culturally
sensitive policy, the Gordon Inquiry did not
feature in the FDV Policy review. Nor was
the Inquiry and its recommendations raised as a
policy driver by the policy actors in discussions,
interviews or documentation. The fact that such
a major inquiry, which was being implemented
during the period of the audit, did not feature
prominently during the review could be seen as
indicative of functional separation. Here was a
major inquiry into FDV in Aboriginal communi-
ties, but it did not immediately provide a back-
drop for policy actors reviewing existing policy
statements. Rather, political and agency impera-
tives shaped the framework for policy review. Yet
the lack of integration within and across agencies,
policy and services was a central conclusion
reached by the Gordon Inquiry, and one that
its implementation was meant to challenge. We
might conclude that the policy process seen with-
in the department during the FDV Policy audit
could be considered an example of that compart-
mentalisation.

Given the gender-neutrality of high level poli-
cy, these policy actors saw their task was to ef-
fectively translate abstract policy statements into
the tacit understandings of gender and diversity
dynamics so that implementation is sufficiently
equipped for FDV service delivery. What may
be understood implicitly by experienced senior
policy drafters needs to be effectively communi-
cated to operational staff.

However, the fact that the department identi-
fies itself first and foremost as a child protection
system, has particular implications for that capac-
ity to translate gender-neutrality into effective
FDV implementation. To the extent that gender
relations are considered, paramount attention is
to the care and safety of the children in situations
of FDV. Here the primary focus on women and
men is not as battered and batterers in domestic
violence situations, but as ungendered and poten-
tially dangerous parents and ineffective carers as
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part of risk aversion priorities in child protection
work. Thus the capacity of frontline staff to meet
service expectations and deliver policy goals may
be weakened by policy concepts and language
that render gendered power relations invisible
and cultural sensitivity an empty promise.

DISCUSSION
Our study shows that the field of FDV is politi-
cally sensitive. In such an environment the high
profile and sharp criticism accorded government
intervention means policy actors adopt ways and
means to do their work that will bring them as
little public attention as possible. The case studies
show how power dimensions in gendered rela-
tionships as well as those in institutional racism,
can be rendered invisible through the daily reality
of work in public policy development. In trying
to highlight how white racism produced the
bedrock of FDV in Aboriginal communities, the
Gordon Inquiry submerges the gendered power
relations underpinning contemporary violence
against women and children. In trying to meet
the need for an overriding child protection agen-
da, the FDV Policy makes gender and gendered
power relations at best implicit and at worst irrel-
evant and outdated. That Policy also shows that
when the emphasis is not on institutionalised
racism, then the discussion of racism as an aspect
of policy also goes missing.

In the Gordon Inquiry the unintended conse-
quence of defining the violence against women in
'inclusive' ways represented a lost opportunity to
investigate gendered power relations involved in
processes and interactions (eg between women
and men at interpersonal points of connection)
within the wider community and in relation to
state interventions. The Inquiry did not look at
the dynamics, complexities and impacts of gen-
dered power relations on community leadership
as affected by FDV, or at how those relations
might affect patterns of family responsibilities
and obligations for caring, law and education
practices and a host of cultural traditions and cer-
emonies.

By not focusing on gendered power relations
involved in the violence between women and
men, the Gordon report effectively represented
all the different forms of violence being experi-
enced in Aboriginal communities as indistin-
guishable. The inference was that all forms of
violence operated on the same plane in terms of
occurrence, severity and consequences. Some
Aboriginal women warned the Inquiry that opt-
ing for a single definition of 'family violence'
risked losing sight of the damage being done to
women. By failing to show how 'family violence'
could incorporate an understanding of the ways
in which racism intersects with gender, the Gor-
don report deflected attention from the power
differentials based on gendered notions of mas-
culinity and femininity, roles and responsibilities.

Blagg (2007) argued that reaching agreement
on a single definition is inappropriate and homog-
enizing of Aboriginal peoples:

Let us dispense with the notion that there is,
or can be, a unitary definition of family vio-
lence and explore the construct in its diversity.
There is no settled, one-fits-all definition and
the meanings associated with the term shift
from region to region in the light of local his-
tory, circumstances and concerns. They can
also shift over time as new issues emerge.

(Blagg 2007: 10)

Taking account of gender. Pease and Gamilleri
(2001) argued that a 'one size fits all' definition
that captures a range of forms and relationships
within families and communities hides the reality
that overwhelmingly women are the victims of
male violence. Domestic violence is the most
common form of violence perpetrated against
women (United Nations Population Fund 2005:
66) Statistical evidence confirms what Bolger
(1991) and other writers have revealed for years
that the most common form of violence taking
place in Aboriginal communities is violence
against women who are most at risk from their
husband/spouse/partner.
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The department which instituted the revised
FDV Policy also missed an opportunity to get to
the heart of the problem. This department is
well-placed with its leadership role within the
larger policy framework of whole-of-government
responses to FDV to influence wider public poli-
cy. By opting for a gender-neutral approach, the
department's high level FDV Policy falls silent on
the issue of women's greater vulnerability. Rhon-
da Sharp and Ray Broomhill (1988) argued that
most claims to be gender-neutral are indeed gen-
der blind. A gender-neutral policy approach that
assumes that women and men are affected by
policies in the same way is inadequate for FDV
where the consequences of not explicitly analyz-
ing gender relations can be a life and death mat-
ter. The stance taken could inadvertently weaken
or undermine the capacity of the department to
deliver gender sensitive field services. Connell
(2006: 449) has noted that the principal goal of a
gender-neutral public sector workplace limits the
state's steering capacity in regard to societal gen-
der relations.

Although experienced feminist policymakers
may fully intend to rectify this façade of gender-
neutrality by ensuring that the operational guide-
lines are sufficiently gender specific, that solution
must be unreliable in terms of dealing with a vast
majority of cases, inevitably short-term in an age-
ing labour market, and destined to dissolve with-
out structural backup and leadership direction.
Moreover, if the department presents its policies
as gender neutral, it could be assumed that the
department operates internally as gender blind.

The potential dangers of poorly informed
public policy and broad definitions that disguise
vulnerability predictably fall upon Aboriginal
women and their children. Interventions that can
be equally directed to elder abuse will fail to
address the gendered nature of FDV, described by
David Indermaur (2006) as 'domestic terrorism'.
Donaghy (2003) criticised the lack of informed
decision-making when gender-disaggregated sta-
tistics are available but largely underutilized
in policy development, and the United Nations

reported that data collection on this topic re-
mains largely ad hoc and has not been incorpo-
rated into the regular statistical work programs of
national statistical offices (Grown 2007: 205).
Kurz (1993) criticised definitions of violence that
fail to show how the context of domestic violence
is the inequality and power differences between
women and men.

Intersectionality (Crenshaw 1991) would offer
a more inclusive approach to policy development
by enabling the multiplicity of connections to be
addressed simultaneously. The moral and political
imperatives prompting and guiding intersection-
ality theory also lead us to conclude that the two
policy developments we describe here are quite
different in terms of their capacity to put institu-
tionalized racism under the spotlight in domestic
violence discussions. The Gordon Inquiry con-
fronts head-on the contemporary race relations
that render past and present racism invisible in
domestic violence policy, and it draws on those
with expertise in critical race theory and practice
in order to do so. There is no sign of such theory,
practice or indeed intervention by Indigenous
women into past policy inadequacies evident in
the Western Australian Government's FDV Policy
Framework. Indeed, since the interviews with
policy actors in this study indicated, they experi-
enced a degree of anxiety about the concepts of
gender and racism (and their relevance in terms
of agency and government priorities). It would
seem that much more needs to be done to bring
the processes and insights of the Gordon Inquiry
into everyday policy development.

The present study intimates that policy
domains that are traditionally reactive, subject to
backlash from political and community direc-
tions, and imbued with unrecognised institution-
al racism will provide at best limited support for
the gender and racialised dimensions of FDV to
be adequately seen and challenged. The promise
initiated with the Gordon Inquiry shows that this
fear and neglect does not have to remain the case.
There is already evidence in the Western Aus-
tralian context that, in other policy fields, inter-
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ventionist efforts by Indigenous women have pro-

duced a collaborative approach to challenging

and reshaping the particular context of culture

and community in which they need to operate.

It is through such collaborations, designed to

make the best of local experience and knowledge,

that Aboriginal women can begin to realize

their political, economic and community goals

(Eveline, Bacchi & Binns 2009). For future

research in domestic violence policy what these

case studies suggest is that more attention be paid

to how mainstream policy actors can support the

lead taken by discrete and experienced Indige-

nous women's groups in their endeavours to com-

bat domestic violence.
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