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ABSTRACT
This thesis is about creating a synthesis of emergent methodology with empathic
understanding through transforming, as researcher, my ways of knowing and worldview. I use
a transcultural spatial narrative about achieving that synthesis to demonstrate an emergent
methodology. I present the theoretical underpinnings of my emergent methodology by
exploring the process of transforming self. A transdisciplinary approach to history,
ethnography and the visual arts is used to interact with Ngunawal ways of knowing and to
reconceptualise the meanings of territory, line, space and the boundaries of the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape. I discuss my redefined concepts and permeable boundaries with
reference to Tindale’s 1974 map of tribal boundaries, which became a catalyst in my creation
of a transcultural perspective (endorsed by the Ngunawal Elders) of Ngunawal territory. My
methodology and empathic understanding emerge from my transformation. The movement
and change, communicated by a series of exegeses, can be traced as I create the transcultural
spatial narrative.
The purpose of the thesis is both to develop, as an empathic researcher, a methodology for
temporarily suspending my established knowledge base and to challenge my preconceptions
in order to better understand the ways of knowing and perception of others. That purpose is
achieved using a case study of the relationship between Ngunawal Aboriginal Australian
culture and my own Euro-Australian culture. I create an interpretative narrative of territory as
a means of validating my understanding.
An interpretive narrative of Ngunawal territory means working with the Ngunawal Elders and
their perspective of territory, but not appropriating their culture. However, since Mabo 2,
research on Native Title has increasingly focused on the material dimensions of culture. The
current focus is on defining the boundaries of ‘place’ as lines on maps, and on the material
connection of people to places between those lines. Given our original perception of Australia
as Terra Nullius was so badly flawed, I have challenged the perceptions and ways of knowing
that led to it. Therefore, I work toward creating a transcultural narrative that focuses on
physical and non-physical aspects that define territory.
The Ngunawal Elders taught me that ways of knowing territory depend on recognising the
different emphasis generally placed on the interaction of personal and environmental space by
my own culture compared to Ngunawal culture. Differences in the perception of boundaries
between mind, body and environment are key. The general view of my culture perceives

ii

mind, body and environment as separate and opposing. This challenges the coherence of a
narrative of territory. The difference in perception caused me to rethink the role of self as I
reconceptualised Ngunawal territory in terms of interactive space (a hybrid space of social,
cultural and environmental interaction). Reconceptualising self in interactive space enabled
me to perceive Ngunawal culture empathically without appropriating it. I created a spatial
narrative using a hybrid system of signals and symbols that were open to new and changing
experiences and perceptions.

iii

iv

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
I have come to understand that the thesis process is not about arriving at correct answers but
learning to ask the right questions, and the life journey that involves. I acknowledge the
Ngunawal community for sharing their culture and showing me the way.
I use this opportunity to particularly thank Ngunawal Elders Don and Ruth Bell and their
family. Don and Ruth showed me how to understand what I felt about the environment I lived
in, how to overcome the boundaries of separation. They helped me find who I was. I’ll never
forget the sound of Don’s laugh when, during one of our chats, he said to me ‘I always knew
you were an earth girl’. It had only taken me something like 15 years to work it out. Don and
Ruth seemed to spend most of their time with me waiting for me to catch up, but they were
always very patient. This thesis is a tribute to their teaching, patience and, especially, their
trust.
Don died in 2008, leaving a great hole in all of our lives. Don was not a man of many words,
but what he did say had great wisdom. There are many things that Don told or showed me, but
the one thing that has influenced both my personal and working life from the very moment he
spoke the words, is to work from within – to feel and be the spirit from within yourself. That
was the way Don lived and worked, which would be why he was so highly respected by
archaeologists and other heritage professionals, and children and adults alike. He was the real
thing. Don recognised Ngunawal culture from the deep sense of knowing that only comes
when someone is connected to that culture in a genuine and profoundly spiritual way. Don
was proud of his Ngunawal heritage and, at the same time, he was very humble; so that when
we walked the land together, there would be an exchange of knowledge both ways. He never
tried to belittle my contribution, even when it must have been old news to him. We were both
interested in pathways, and I am grateful we followed the same life pathway for a time, were
able to meet and explore each other’s questions.
Similarly, I am grateful to have met, along that same pathway, my various supervisors. I
thank them all for their questions and their individual insights into my learning process Barbara Chevalier, Barbara Pamphilon in the earlier stages, (briefly) Jennifer Craik and, in the
later stages, John Spriggs. To my primary supervisor Barbara Chambers I owe a great deal.
Barbara patiently listened to, viewed or read all of my incoherent searchings, maintaining
faith throughout, judiciously stepping back or nudging where necessary; walking with me on

v

my journey even when there was no path to follow. I acknowledge John Spriggs especially for
his editorial overviews and his remarkable ability to ask the right questions.
Thank you to my friends (and sounding boards) Ann Gugler, John Bruggeman, Joan
Goodrum, Rebecca Lamb and Jill Waterhouse for sharing their knowledge and experience of
the overlap of colonial and Aboriginal Australian socio-cultural landscapes with me. Thanks
also to Marcus Chacos and Robyn Barraclough for sharing my exploration of the
interconnection of mind, body and environment.
I thank my family for their loving support. This thesis would not have been completed
without them. Having begun the process in 2004, my children Paul and Alice have lived with
‘mum’s thesis’ (which started life as a Masters) throughout most of their teenage years. I
learnt a lot over those years from their insightful comments (and also, more recently, their
partners’). Finally, my profound thanks and gratitude goes to my husband/partner/best friend
Terry. Terry not only lived the thesis journey with me, he was my primary editor during the
raw floundering stages, right through to the polishing. Words fail me in my appreciation of
his perseverance and commitment, but especially in his belief in my work and in me.

vi

vii

TABLE OF CONTENTS
CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

1

PART 1: METHODOLOGIES
CHAPTER 2

LITERATURE REVIEW

39

CHAPTER 3

PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS

68

CHAPTER 4

EMERGENT METHODOLOGY - HOW TO UNDERSTAND
INTERACTIVE SPACE

92

4.1

Transcultural perspective

93

4.2

Transdisciplinary, transcultural perspective

129

4.3

Transformational, transdisciplinary, transcultural perspective

152

CHAPTER 5

THE EXEGESIS – HOW TO COMMUNICATE THIS
EMERGENT METHODOLOGY AND AN EMPATHIC
UNDERSTANDING TO THE BROADER WORLD

169

PART 2: EXEGESES
CHAPTER 6

HOW EMPATHIC UNDERSTANDING, INTERACTIVE
SPACE AND THE PROCESS OF TRANSFORMING SELF
WORKS IN PRACTICE

6.1

185

Exegesis 1: Learning to understand, explain and present a new
experience of permeable boundaries between mind, body and
environment

6.2

186

Exegesis 2: Developing my new understanding of permeable
boundaries as a confluence of physical signals and metaphorical
symbols

CHAPTER 7

219

FOCUSING MY EMERGENT METHODS AND EMPATHIC
UNDERSTANDING TO RECONCEPTUALISE THE

7.1

NGUNAWAL SOCIO-CULTURAL LANDSCAPE

247

Exegesis 3: A guided exegesis

248

viii

7.2

Exegesis 4: An unguided exegesis

275

7.3

Exegesis 5: An unguided exegesis on interactive space

307

CHAPTER 8

CONCLUSION – THE SYNTHESIS OF EMERGENT
METHODOLOGY WITH EMPATHIC UNDERSTANDING

326

LIST OF REFERENCES

340

APPENDIX 1

GLOSSARY OF TERMS

353

APPENDIX 2

LETTER OF AUTHORISATION

356

FIGURES
Figure 1

My empathic research paradigm.

73

Figure 2

The study area.

83

Figure 3

Tracing of the Ngunawal portion of Tindale’s map ‘Aboriginal
Tribes of Australia’ (1974).

101

Stone flakes and hammerstone with a camera lens cover to gauge
scale

114

Figure 5

Hammerstone/chopper i); Hammerstone and core ii).

116

Figure 6

Stone artefacts, glass and crockery sherds, a bottle and bricks, and
remnants of a kitchen hearth.

118

Hearths from the railway camps of the 19th Century; Deakin
Volcanics exposed in a railway cutting.

119

Figure 8

Ruth Bell and birthing tree.

119

Figure 9

Burial.

119

Figure 10

Abstract signals and symbols indicating artefact numbers, colour,
cultural features and site type.

120

Aboriginal sites of ‘Melrose Valley’.

121

Figure 4

Figure 7

Figure 11
Figure 12

st

Tuggeranong 8727-111-S Orthophoto map 1:25000 1 Edition
‘Melrose Valley’.

122

Old fence posts, modern wire fence, ACT/NSW border marker and
railway line.

123

Figure 14

Land tenure (1950s).

123

Figure 15

Looking toward Mount Pemberton on the northern boundary and
Mount Campbell on the southeast boundary from inside
‘Melrose Valley’.

124

Looking away from high point in ‘Melrose Valley’ westwards
to the Brindabella Ranges and the Snowy Mountains beyond
(Photo R. Lamb).

124

From the inside of ‘Melrose Valley’ looking to the low saddle in
the ridge, which was the pathway eastwards.

125

Figure 13

Figure 16

Figure 17

ix

Figure 18

Remnant landscape i), ii), iii), iv).

126

Figure 19

Location as a consecutive sequence of still images, each represents
different places of interactive space, set at varying intervals across
the landscape.

179

Figure 20

Images of the bed and the moving waters of the river.

180

Figure 21

Map of region and places mentioned in the text.

250

Figure 22

Mind-map of a relationship of places that is different to the road
connections and economic scales of cities and towns depicted in
Figure 21.

252

Present-day upper and middle Murrumbidgee River and its ancient
headwaters in relation to the location of the places mentioned in
Figure 22.

252

Figure 24

My perception of the connection of places within Ngunawal territory.

254

Figure 25

Past and present-day landscapes (after Taylor 1914).

264

Figure 26

High ground linking different parts of the region surrounding the
HQJOC site.

266

Figure 27

Mind-map of frontier lands.

282

Figure 28

Lake George catchment and links to other catchments.

283

Figure 29

Map showing general environment and places that are discussed
below and indicating the location of cross-section diagrams.

284

Figure 30

Cross-section W2-NE.

285

Figure 31

Cross-section S-N.

286

Figure 32

Cross-section W1-SE.

289

Figure 33

Warri Bridge and Shoalhaven River.

289

Figure 34

Major peat swamplands that were formed and reformed during the
past 10,000 years (after Hope 2003).

321

A spatial narrative of Ngunawal territory – my mind-map of social,
cultural and environmental interactions that contribute to the origins
of pathways and frontiers of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.

323

a) This diagram shows where the emergent methodology fits in the
paradigm of my empathic research experience.

327

b) Elaboration of the circle in Figure 36 a) - the role of internal and
external influences in a threshold moment in interactive space.

328

Figure 23

Figure 35

Figure 36

x

