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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
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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

INTRODUCTION
This thesis is about interactive space. The introduction provides the practical background of
how my idea of interactive space developed in the relationship between Ngunawal Aboriginal
Australian culture and my own Euro-Australian culture. I have used a form of storytelling that
integrates visual imagery and journal writing to enable you, the reader, to come with me, the
researcher/author, as I explore how a hybrid perspective of territory is constituted through
new methodology and its relationship with rethinking the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape
as interactive space.
There are two parts to the thesis. These intersect and support one another in reflecting
different aspects of interactive space and, together, challenge the practice and thinking of
human and social sciences. One part is about setting up and participating in the transformation
of both my personal and researcher perspectives. The other part is the process of
reconceptualising Ngunawal territory through a creative tension between empirical and
subjective knowledge.
I learnt about Ngunawal culture by working with the Ngunawal Elders Don and Ruth Bell, of
the Buru Ngunawal Aboriginal Corporation, in their territory (and country), on the southern
tablelands of southeast Australia. Centring on the present-day Canberra/Yass/Queanbeyan
region, Ngunawal territory overlaps the border between New South Wales (NSW) and the
Australian Capital Territory (ACT). The following map shows the general location of
Ngunawal territory.
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My research project grew out of the need to find ways to work with Ngunawal culture without
appropriating it. Respecting the wishes of the Ngunawal Elders, Ngunawal culture will be
made perceptible to the reader/my audience, but without confidentiality being compromised.
The crux of my thesis is the process of learning to do that.
The experience of learning, and having knowledge about Ngunawal culture shared with me,
carries with it responsibilities and they include knowing when and how to talk about it. The
learning process was not about asking questions and receiving definitive answers as in the
conventions of my own earlier schooling. My learning, now, was limited and made more
complicated because Ngunawal knowledge was divided into men’s business and women’s
business, and restricted as to what could be shared during different stages of somebody’s life.
What I was told by either Elder was therefore tailored to suit my being a woman, my age, and
the position I held in the community.
We would talk about such things as stone tools, tool making, recognising stone arrangements
and scarred trees and finding food resources in the context of the things we found around us.
Ruth walked with me in the remnant bushland of Stirling Park and at ‘Melrose Valley’ in
Canberra and would talk with me about her relationship with her culture, the scarred trees, the
arranged stones and the land generally, in the areas that Don, being male, would/could not go.
Transferring knowledge about intangible aspects of Ngunawal ways of knowing was an
indirect process. There were many places in the broader landscape around us, such as
initiation places and burial sites, where I was not allowed to go and that were not spoken
about. Knowledge of tangible things was more easily discussed and demonstrated than the
personal and environmental nuances that contribute to the more sacred aspects of those things
and to a perception of territory and country.
The narrative of Ngunawal territory, to me, is focused by the transference of knowledge
between people and between people and environment. The narrative is characterised by the
spatial logic of lateral thinking, forming direct and indirect (even intangible) connections
between Ngunawal people, the rocks and geomorphology of the land, and the waters that
shape the land and give life. The narrative is a spatial dialogue, an exchange involving people
and environments that are not necessarily face-to-face or in close proximity, or of the same
time. The language of the narrative is generated through a complex interaction of everyday
reality with something close to what present-day empirical thinkers typically perceive as
defining the oral, visual and performative nature of the arts.
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Stemming from the roots of Christianity, the narrative of empirical thought processes is
typified by the linear logic of a written language. Empirical thinking uses Descartes’
separation of physical and non-physical dimensions to support the materiality of a perception
of time and space based on Newtonian physics. On top of that is Locke’s assertion that human
knowledge and its limitations are ultimately the consequence of what can be constructed from
what happens in experience, either through the observation of the external practical world or
from what can be presented of that experience through our internal thought processes.
Empirical thought is what is generally accepted by an empirical research culture as producing
a legitimising perspective. The certainty and presentability of the linear logic of empirical
reasoning is privileged over the uncertainty and the lack of presentability of spatial logic and
the lateral thinking of the arts and of traditional Aboriginal Australian culture.
For example, I accompanied Don and his team on a cultural survey of a mine extension near
Marulan in March 2006. My experience of the survey confirmed for me that some cultural
surveys and consultation processes still prejudice what is perceived to be objective knowledge
(observable, measurable and able to be rationalised) over what is perceived to be subjective.
As an Elder, Don was a spokesperson for his community. He spoke of his Dreaming story and
demonstrated knowledge of the meaning of scarred trees and ceremonial places. Don’s ability
to ensure that connections are maintained between his people and their territory, from
generation to generation, depend on his identity with the land as a Ngunawal person and his
recognition of it as a place of strong personal and family connection. Participating in surveys
helped him in his search to fill in some of the missing pieces of his Ngunawal cultural
heritage.
Don’s approach to the survey confirmed that concepts, ideas, emotions and spirituality all
contributed to his knowledge base and that access to certain levels of knowledge changed
with the social and cultural identity and maturity that an individual had in a community.
Throughout the consultation, Don’s social standing as Ngunawal Elder was acknowledged by
the archaeologist. However, the archaeologist also said that he would write the report
according to his brief. He said that he would note Don’s concerns and would include anything
that Don thought significant that was found in the area that was within the survey site
boundaries.
The brief and the archaeologist’s methodology clearly had an economic focus: the
identification of material culture and the distribution of stone tools. The survey used the
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trends of previous surface analysis from other locations to predict the likely location of
artefacts, the most likely distance from water sources to walk and on what contours, in order
to find them. The focus on stone tools meant that the site was being studied with an economic
bias, and would produce a quantifiable response, in isolation of the broader social and cultural
interests and associations.
Walking the landscape between the stone artefacts (which Don called ‘tabba’) and the rigid
survey boundary lines led me to consider the idea that a concept of community and its
territory emerges in the spaces between the objects. However, as we focused on the artefacts
as objects we tended to be distracted by the measure of them, away from what is going on
elsewhere in the landscape, where the artefacts are not. My thinking is that it is the aspects of
territory that are perceivable, but that cannot be measured or may not even be seen or made
visible, that holds the experience and perception of territory together, not the presence of
artefacts or obvious boundaries. Like the postmodernist Lyotard my question, too, is how do I
make visible to others that there is something that cannot be seen (Lyotard 1984, p78)?
This is an issue of both experience and perception. Having an arts background, I understand
how people perceive things in ways that may not be immediately obvious or may not follow
predictive lines of connection and reasoning, or that perhaps exist outside of ‘normal’ space
and time. In saying this, I intend ‘perceive’ to be understood in its broader sense: to become
conscious of, or otherwise recognise, something that is not clearly apparent through
experiencing a sensation.
I have used creative and documentary photography, and writing to that imagery, in order to
open an exchange between the process of lateral and linear thinking and, thus, to better
communicate to my audience my changing perspective. The combined languages of words
and images allows me to use both visual and literary processes to reflect cultural similarities
and differences and better articulate the tangible and intangible connections I perceive
between people, objects, spaces, places, environments, concepts, ideas and timeframes.
I understand that people and the artefacts and landscapes they create do not exist in isolation
from their practical or conceptual environment, or from the social relationships or cultural
ideas and symbolism that shaped their creation. A creative moment of perceiving or making
something will generate new knowledge and perception about something that is more
complex than what initially presents. Introducing arts methods into my research project
allows me to enhance the potential for the transference of knowledge of something that is not
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initially obvious, or knowable or understandable, such as what is being experienced and
perceived by others. Don and Ruth shared my understanding, which provided the initial
grounds for my research relationship with these Ngunawal Elders many years earlier.
More specifically, Don and I shared a common interest in understanding the ancient pathways
of the region surrounding where I live at Oaks Estate, at the junction of the Queanbeyan and
Molonglo Rivers, in Ngunawal territory. What helped connect our interests was a common
acceptance of the things typically rejected by the empirical rigour of researchers focusing on
people, objects and their environments, separately. Both Don and Ruth, and I, understood the
role that the thoughts, emotions, philosophy and spirituality of personal experience and
perception played in linking the often radically altered landscape of the ancient world to the
environment and people of the present day. For example, Aboriginal Australian culture has
been dated to approximately 21,000 years ago in the region of present-day Ngunawal territory
(Flood 1980). However, after the arrival of colonial settlement in the 1820s the traditional
lifestyle that had evolved over that time rapidly diminished and changed. The local Aboriginal
Australians who had survived the effects of disease and displacement were eventually moved
to various mission settlements near the Yass and Tumut districts. Despite living on the
missions the Ngunawal Elders still continued to visit and maintain their sacred sites and carry
out their cultural duties (Don Bell, pers. comm. 28 September, 2005; Gugler 1999, p11). Don
and Ruth are descendants of those people.
Colonial settlement of Ngunawal territory had been drawn to the region by the grazing
potential of the grasslands and open forests and the reliable water supply of the local river
system. The villages (later cities) of Queanbeyan and Canberra situated on the junction of the
Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, and Yass on the junction of the Murrumbidgee and Yass
Rivers became the key economic focal points. However, following the federation of the
separate colonies of Australia, the local region underwent substantial and eventually rapid
change.
By 1908 the borders for what became known as the Australian Capital Territory were
decided, and by the mid 1920s the construction of Canberra was substantially underway.
Initially the focus of development was the central infrastructure, main government buildings
and the beginnings of the first inner residential suburbs. Much of the workforce was housed in
temporary camps and makeshift settlements of tents and timber cottages. Once the work was
done the tents and cottages were removed.
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Critically, the development of the city did not consider the significance of the colonial aspects
that existed prior to development. Displacement occurred, as had the displacement of
Aboriginal Australians 100 years before. Rural workers became construction workers, shifting
their skills and focus, as did Aboriginal Australians before them, in phase with the
urbanisation of the open grasslands and woodlands in which they had once worked and lived.
Aboriginal Australians who lived in the region were rarely seen in the ACT, and the historical
record of their lives before and during colonisation is relatively scant.
A brief name search in the AIATSIS library, for instance, provides only snippets of
information. Lyall Gillespie (1979) wrote: ‘The Ngunawal tribe which frequented the
Canberra district …’ (Gillespie 1979, ns4, p20). J. C. Orr (1978) wrote: ‘the country of the
Ngunawal people was plentiful in supply of food, …’ and ‘ … under the long cold … the
Ngunawal walked to other land, …’ (Orr 1978, pp13, 14). George Augustus Robinson
(Mackaness 1941), Protector of Aborigines and a frequently sited source of information, used
what is possibly a phonetic spelling of Ngunawal in the journal of his journey into
southeastern Australia in 1844 when he wrote ‘Onerwal’ in respect to ‘Yass natives’. He also
provided a chilling indication of what may have happened to some of the early ‘Onerwal’
when he wrote, ‘Yass and Bathurst blacks in the early settling of the colony were said to have
been troublesome, and that in consequence commandoes had been sent out against them.’ It
appears that the land provided ample food to the Ngunawal people and they had some place
warmer to go in winter. However, as Robinson indicates, the circumstances of the Ngunawal
people had been altered by the time that colonial settlers started to record their observations in
journals (Mackaness 1941, pp25-26).
Here I recall my conversation about Ngunawal people with Ruth in December 2005, when she
said that the culture of these places belongs to the people who are of the area. She asked, ‘who
are the real people and what is the real culture?’ Ruth expressed her frustration with heritage
policy and interpretation when she said that researchers hold out the snippets of the past as if
it is the whole story, all the while ignoring the living history.
How a narrative of a spatial dialogue might achieve the telling of ‘the whole story’, if that
were indeed possible, or at least one that is more complete than most, is illustrated when I
allow the following accounts of lived history from my research project journal (15 March
2006) to overlap with each other and be read in conjunction with the snippets of information
of the historical record, above, and another research project journal entry (28 September
2005) further below. The order of the history does not matter, nor does the apparent
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incoherency of its assemblage. What is important is the creative tension generated between
the various narrative pieces, and the subsequent impression formed in the mind of the
reader/my audience through its telling.
Research project journal entry (15 March 2006 - Ngunawal Elder Don Bell and Les
Robertson, descendant of Scottish immigrants, of the 1830s, to the Canberra region).
Don talked of a part of his own history after I told him a story that I had collected
from an old neighbour of mine, Les Robertson. Les, who was born in Oaks Estate in
1912, said that his father and uncle used to speak of Aboriginal people at ‘old
Duntroon’. In fact, he said, there was still the occasional Aboriginal there in his time.
He told me that it was known as an Aboriginal settlement like Queanbeyan. When he
was a schoolboy the Aboriginal people used to live in the bush, up above the railway
in west Queanbeyan, Uriarra Road, where there was bushland as far back as
Jerrabomberra. The people used to live near the old reservoir up towards the present
day industrial area. Les told me that there were also a few Aboriginal people camped
in ‘scrub’ near Yass Road (present day East Queanbeyan industrial area). There were
‘shanties’ right through to Bungendore Hill. They stayed on the lower parts of the
hill that overlooks the town because it was too windy higher up. Les remembered
Aboriginal people living in that area into the latter part of the depression years,
possibly later, and he remembered ‘the big mission’ settlement at Yass. He said that
the Aboriginal people from Yass used to visit Queanbeyan during show time and
following the boxing tents (Les Robertson, pers. comm. 26 April 1999).
Mentioning the boxing tents put Don in mind of the experience he had when he was a
young man and why he thought that there were not many Aboriginal people seen in
the ACT even into the 1940s and 1950s. He had come to the Queanbeyan area one
day and, as he lived in Yass, at the Hollywood mission, he set off to walk back to
Yass at the end of the day [a distance of 65 kilometres]. However, as he was walking
some police stopped him and, rather than let him continue to make his way across the
ACT, they took him back across the border to Queanbeyan in NSW. Needing to get
home, and with only one road between Queanbeyan and Yass, Don set out again only
to be stopped and picked up by the police a little later. Again they refused to let him
walk home across the ACT and returned him to the Queanbeyan side of the
ACT/NSW border. Luckily, he came across some people who lived in Yass and they
gave him a ride home in their car. As I think about the implications for Aboriginal
people that experienced the sort of treatment that Don did all those years ago, I am
conscious of the power in the telling of the story.

The narratives of individuals that emerge out of the history of lived experience, the focus on
issues of identity and connection, can be used collectively to reclaim a community’s sense of
place. ‘By recognising a sense of continuity in the past, they reinforce bonds of solidarity in
the present’ (Davison 2000, p264). As is the case with many Aboriginal Australians who grew
up on missions and in orphanages, the early proportion of their lives under a policy of
assimilation, Don and Ruth have spent much of their energy in later life trying to reconnect
with their Ngunawal cultural heritage. Personal identity is sought through family history, out
of which emerges a platform for the history, an identity and a sense of place for the
community (Davison 2000, pp264-265). However, this form of history can also be abused.
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The narratives constructed around identity history while being a powerful tool for
reconnecting the past with the present can also be misused to reinforce social and cultural
divisions (Davison, 2000, pp264-265). This is something I have witnessed between the
different Aboriginal Australian groups in the ACT region since the early 1990s. The greatest
abuse of history is to tell it in isolation of its context (Davison 2000, p266). A history should
be mindful of opposing points of view and of criticisms about interpretation (Davison 2000,
p267). A historical narrative should not interpret the past as disconnected from the present.
Rather it should establish the importance of the past to the present ‘as a study that illuminates
the subtle interaction between environmental, social, political and personal forces in the
process of historical change (Davison 2000, p270).’
For example, a conversation with Don and Ruth about recognising Stirling Park, an area of
bushland on the lake’s edge in Canberra, less than a kilometre from Parliament House, as an
Aboriginal cultural place showed me that acknowledging the importance of a place as a
cultural heritage site not only concerns explicit recognition of events of the past, the historical
context also carries implicit reminders of what is important to people of the present and what
they want for the future. I had organised to meet Don and Ruth at Stirling Park so that we
could walk the area we were talking about. I remember that our meeting time was moved
forward an hour because Ruth and Don were to be at the Aboriginal Tent Embassy and
Tuggeranong later in the day for meetings. With the embassy located on Ngunawal land, Don
and Ruth have committed to helping decide the future of the embassy and the site that it
occupies outside of the old Parliament House.
The fate of the embassy is a difficult topic, with many different interests. On the one hand, the
Commonwealth Minister responsible wants all camping stopped at the site. On the other hand,
Aboriginal Australian people who did not want to compromise wanted to see the site
preserved as the location of where important symbolic events in the history of Aboriginal
reconciliation happened in 1972. They wanted any proposed new building that replaces the
now fire-damaged construction hut embassy to continue to mark the site. Don, Ruth and I
agreed that the site should be marked in some meaningful way. Not just in recognition of the
importance of the site to Aboriginal Australian people generally but, as Don and Ruth said, as
a reminder to other Australians that ‘this was where it all began’ and that there is still so much
more to do. There were so many social, political and environmental issues bound-up in the
meaning of the tent embassy, over and above its immediate cultural values as a heritage object
and site.
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Adding to those thoughts and contributing another dimension to the spatial dialogue, I think
the thing that truly cemented the bond between the Elders and myself was our common
attachment to the rocks and water, and understanding how they characterise the territory of
our respective birthplaces. I begin my story by telling what I perceive of the experience of a
relationship between the stones, the water (and the trees) and who we are. I start my story in
an explanation of interactive space.
Interactive Spaces
In my childhood, as a young girl sitting on the beach at Cronulla, I would dig holes in the soft,
warm, dry sand, filling them with buckets of water. Or I would draw pictures and practice
writing my name in the harder wet sand at the water’s edge, only to watch the creeping tide
wash over the sharp etched lines to transform my work into watery, sludgy pools and blurred
indentations. In front of me the ocean waves would crash and churn the sand in the surf.
When I swam, if I didn’t get out beyond the closest, shallowest waves my body would,
inevitably, be scraped raw as my swimming costume filled with sand. The sand also caked in
the tangled mess of my hair and would scrape knees and elbows and the creases of arms and
legs. By the end of the day the dried salt and sand embedded in my skin and deposited in the
crevices of my body created uncertainty as to the nature of my identity: human being, sea
creature or a piece of sea debris that formed part of the beach environment.
I learned to body surf when I was a little older. I would watch for a large well-formed wave.
As the wave came closer to the shore the pull of water against my body would become
stronger. I would relax and float, having learnt to intuitively trust and to read my watery
environment. Allowing myself to become absorbed into the swelling body of the wave, I
would become aware of a moment, the threshold through which I entered the space between
when the wave stopped pulling and started pushing.
In that threshold moment, of interactive space, thinking about catching the wave becomes
intrinsically part of the doing of it, when what my mind is thinking becomes inseparable from
my feelings and the actions of my body. I would start to rotate my arms and kick my legs as
strongly as I could, generating as much propulsion as possible. I learnt by yielding to the
powerful instruction of the sea, by handling the creative tension in the interactive space of
mind, body and water; eventually learning to sense and respond to the movement and change
of the wave. The threshold moment in interactive space is, in effect, the circumstance that
provides the creative tension through which I sense something of the wave that I was
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previously unable to sense, thus generating potential, of mind and body, for a new responsive
action to occur. Using the awareness of a fresh practical handling of this interactive space to
create new knowledge, I could transform my experience of the wave and thus my perception
of the next by feeding new knowledge generated through my actions back into my existing
ideas. I term such an integration of practice and thought a reflexive process.
If, despite that reflexive process, I mistimed my launch into the surging force of the wave’s
breaking crest, the water would wash over me and leave me behind, floating like a piece of
driftwood. The test of my understanding was simple. However, if I timed it well I would be
thrust forward through the water as the wave carried me with it. I would hold myself rigid,
with my arms outstretched over my head, my hands locked together. I would lock my knees
and point my toes. The water would propel me along like the surfboards of the riders I
sometimes watched from the headland. The water drove me forward towards the beach, yet I
would feel water rushing past me, over my body, pulling my hair over my head. I could feel
my taut body being twisted and pummelled by the rolling water. To breathe, and to see where
I was going, I would lift my head long enough to take a gulp of air and grab a quick glimpse
through the foam. I curved my body to the left or right depending on which direction I wanted
to steer, to stay in the wave or opt out. Water would flush into my eyes and rush over my ears,
and I would hear the roar of the surf from inside the wave, in the foam of moving energy
before washing up onto the beach.
The wave would play around the exposed rocks or dissipate onto the sand, rushing over or
seeping between the eroded grains of rock and shell, the weathered fibres of seaweed,
driftwood and the bones of sea creatures. The water’s edge, the shifting shoreline of the coast,
variable and uncertain, is one more space of interaction, a permeable boundary of movement
and change rather than an absolute dividing line, neither land nor sea.
Again, sitting on that same beach in my childhood, I remember pressing my finger firmly into
the hard moist sand. I could feel the sharp edge of the grains chafe my skin and nail, made
tender from hours in the salt water. The sound of grinding quartz and shell grit penetrated my
ears like a nail scratching a blackboard in the classroom at school. That sound entered my
body, penetrating my nervous system. Then, as a growing wave, it echoed through me. I felt
my blood ‘curdle’ and I shuddered.
I removed my finger from the hole that I had made in the sand, to pull a sharp piece of pink
shell from under my nail. The shells and their colour were so inherently part of the sand that
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‘tiny pink shells’ is a phrase featured in the narrative of the Dharawhal (Tharawal) people of
this part of the New South Wales coast. The sand otherwise is pale yellow ochre and pink
salmon colours mixed with white and a touch of grey, fairly fine, and deposited prolifically
over weathered sandstone outcrops of the Sydney sedimentary basin.
By comparison, on the beaches of the more southerly coastline in the territory of the Wodi
Wodi people, also Tharawal speakers and, still further south, of the Yuin people, the sand is
more sparsely deposited, formed and coloured by the erosion of the same basin sediments of
the Sydney sandstone, but in association with heavy deposits of dark rounded pebbles from
eroding basalt, granite, shales and quartz intrusions. The coastline appears more aggressive in
the south; black and deep brown, sharp, weathered and cracked folds of igneous and
metamorphosed rock, shaped into craggy inlets, marking long histories of colonial
shipwrecks.
The Sydney sandstone is soft, easily weathered by the surf’s waves and the wind. The point of
a sharpened bone or the edge of a stone axe or spearhead effortlessly marks the stone. In the
region surrounding Cronulla beach, grinding grooves and mythical outlines lie silently,
embedded in exposed outcrops under the protection of the Royal National Park or hidden and,
till recent times, forgotten behind boatsheds in the nearby estuary of the Hacking River.
As a descendant of a mix of 19th century Celtic and Franco-Germanic immigrants to this area
of coastline that is my birthplace, I approach the telling of my story with humility. I
acknowledge that mine is one of many stories; others were born here before me, some of my
own culture, others are of Aboriginal Australian culture that was displaced by the landing of
Captain James Cook at present-day Kurnell and the subsequent dislocation of British
colonisation. However, my story is not about judging the rightness or wrongness of Captain
Cook’s proclamation of British sovereignty over Australia or what has happened since.
My story is about the uncertainty that is inherent in the journey of personal transformation, of
working on the edge of transition between people and environment, and at the intersection of
different perspectives, as I explore the interactive space of the relationship between Ngunawal
culture and my own. I seek to emplace Ngunawal culture firmly in the process of learning, by
developing conceptual, theoretical and methodological ways for me to respectfully
acknowledge and enter Ngunawal country, actually or conceptually, with understanding. As a
journey of learning, I present my own perspective. I acknowledge that others will have
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different ways of knowing and perceiving territory and, hence, will have different knowledge
and different perspectives.
I was born in 1959. My mother gave birth to me a short distance from my parents’ house, in
Sutherland Hospital located in the next suburb west along the Cronulla railway line. I spent
my growing up years living at my family home on top of a hill, at the head of Burraneer Bay,
one of the small bays that formed an arm of the estuary of the Hacking River. When my
parents bought the block of land to build their house in 1951, the area was still substantially
native bushland. Land was being newly subdivided into large blocks with mainly small fibro
or weatherboard houses being built upon them. Being south of the Georges River, the area
was considered by most Sydney residents to be the backblocks of Sydney. The next stop on
the railway line south was the Royal National Park, which ecologically defined the southern
boundary of the city of Sydney.
Burraneer Bay is part of the southern beachside suburb of Cronulla, located in the Sutherland
Shire, which has grown and sprawled beyond Captain Cook’s landing place. Being born in the
Sutherland Shire, with its temperate coastal climate, refreshing sea breezes and moderate
suburban development, I reflected the local community emphasis on participatory outdoor
lifestyle and a strong awareness of landscape. I, like my family and the people that I grew up
with, had a keen sense of territory grounded in the interaction of strong family and
community networks, nationally symbolic historical events and clearly distinguishing
environmental characteristics. As such, personal and historical narratives of lived experience
define the territory of my birthplace as much as the perception of political, geographical and
ecological markers.
For instance, I have what were, then, stirring childhood memories of having placed my foot
where Cook would have, and of devouring the narrative and memorabilia of the Captain Cook
museum that was erected nearby. I also remember waving to Queen Elizabeth II as she drove
by on her visit to the landing place in celebration of the bicentenary of Cook’s arrival and,
with him, British sovereignty. At the time, I was still in primary school and every student
received a specially stamped medal bearing a relief image of Captain Cook and inscribed
1770 to 1970. However, of my day-to-day life, the most pervasive association I have with
Cook’s landing place is the organic pungency of the mangroves on the shores of Kurnell,
intermixed with the stench of burnt oily gas particularly as my family drove the narrow tarred
road past the oil refinery.
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On the Botany Bay side of the road, the mangroves were in a fragile state of existence. Oily
residue lapped the root systems, remnants of the oil being loaded into tanker ships from the
refinery. On the inland side of the road the mangroves had been subsumed by the local tip,
which was covered eventually by golf courses and a high school. We used to joke, as students
at the school, about how we were slowly subsiding into the swamp, particularly when a
domestic artefact surfaced from the muddy depths below the school or the golf course.
Between the school and the refinery, further along the road to Kurnell, was a complex of sand
dunes, up to 60 metres high in places and individual ridges of about a half kilometre wide: the
Kurnell sand hills. Dunes stretched from the beachfront at Cronulla for several kilometres to
form a peninsula linking the island of Kurnell to the mainland. Expansive, rounded,
continuous ridges of shifting sand had accumulated over thousands of years, having been
deposited at the confluence of three ancient rivers.
My parents would take my brother, sister and me in the car to the sand hills to fill bags with
sand for the garden, and we would climb and slide down the slopes. I remember on windy
days the surface of the sand would ripple, blow across the road in drifts, and across our faces,
scratching our skin and eyes. In the sun of the clear summer sky the sand appeared glaringly
white and sometimes would be too hot to walk on let alone climb up or slide down. Under the
cloud and damp of winter the sand appeared grey, ochre coloured, and was cold and hard. In
present times the dunes are all but gone. Commercial scale sand mining has resulted in much
of the sand being removed from the dunes leaving massive open ditches so deep that they are
beginning to seep seawater.
As children, however, the sand hills appeared to tower over us, ridge upon ridge, which
provided an exciting and surreal landscape in which to play while, at the same time,
possessing a threatening aura, only enhanced for the locals by the real life unsolved mystery
of the Wanda Beach murders. Australian filmmakers obviously concurred with our
assessment because several movies were filmed among the dunes. Evoking a romanticised
desert landscape, the sand hills provided the settings for iconic narratives and imagery of the
gallant Light Horse charges of the 40,000 Horsemen and the heroic activities of the Rats of
Tobruk on the peninsula and in the trenches.
The grand Australian historical narrative, taught to us in school, consolidated in various ways
by the symbolism of those movies, provided the rationale for our sense of identity as well as a
sense of place among the sandstone cliffs, the headlands, the sand hills and beaches, building
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on the story of our nation’s birthplace, beginning in 1770 at Kurnell with Captain Cook’s
landing. However, we did not hear about the various Tharawal clans, differentiated by fresh
and saltwater environments, and who moved in various areas from Sydney’s Port Jackson, as
far south as the Shoalhaven River and west to Camden; who looked after the special white
ochre clay deposits, produced the vast and deep shell middens, constructed the rock fish traps,
and who painted and carved the rock art in the caves and on the rock faces, all of which can
still be found in and around the area of Kurnell and Cronulla and along the Hacking River.
Albeit somewhat belated, I accept responsibility for my childhood ignorance, not as an
apologist but by embracing and working through a new methodology to creatively and
respectfully generate understanding in the relationship between Ngunawal culture and my
own.
Territory and interactive space
I have perceived my birthplace to be but one starting point in and of interactive space, a space
which is both formative and transformative, the territory of which is made manifest through
the telling of my story. The language I use forms from the signals and symbols that emerge in
the metaphorical imagery of my experiences and perceptions like the marks that I made in the
sand as a child on the beach, or the colour and texture of the sediments of the sandstone cliffs
eroded by the waves of the ocean, and the ripples in the sand formed by the wind. My
birthplace is a place in the interactive space of territory defined by the tangible and intangible
dimensions of different social experiences, cultural perceptions and environmental contexts
and timeframes, distorted or clarified through the lens of my own lifetime.
The boundaries of territory are permeable, an organic, moving and changing transition zone in
an ecological relationship, affected by internal and external environmental influences. Internal
influences emerge, for instance, from sensations and emotions experienced within the
environment of my mother’s body and of my own mind and body; from the inner sanctuary of
my family home, enhanced by the loving and caring bond with my extended family; and from
a strong sense of community set in the comfort of a deep familiarity with the beach and
estuary environment in which I lived. External influences encompass environmental elements
such as the wind, sun, moon and stars, thus, the sky; the calm waters of the estuary and waves
of the ocean, the sand and sandstone of the land; the shells, mangroves, seaweed, driftwood,
fish and birds; and the roads, train tracks and beach-suburban architecture of my built
surroundings. The interaction of ancestral and historical interests and attitudes with personal
experiences and perceptions organise those various environmental elements into signals of
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ecological identification. In response to those signals, which are social (including economic),
cultural and environmental in nature, I construct a landscape of symbolic imagery with which
I identify the territory of my birthplace.
My concept of territory, in terms of interactive space, is influenced by whether I recognise its
boundaries as absolute or permeable. The concept will depend on the degree of separation that
I perceive to exist between my environment and myself. In a community context, territory
will be defined by how people collectively experience and perceive it, as the interactive space
of mind, body and environment, to behave and therefore shape their everyday activities.
However, in the relationship between Ngunawal culture and my own, differences in the social
experience and cultural perception of the environment necessitate the creation of a pluralistic
perspective of territory.
That perspective would need to recognise formation patterns of the physical environment
from ancient times and of the present-day, variable methods of socially organising space
within that environment, and tangible and intangible influences of cultural purpose and
meaning. Whether the earth is perceived metaphorically, as an organic, creative and nurturing
mother, or practically, as an exploitable economic resource of an industrialised production
process, for example, will fundamentally influence the degree of centricity that defines
territory as an interactive space between people and environment.
Whenever I drive the 300 kilometres into the territory of my birthplace from my present
home, I first feel its proximity on my skin, through the change in the atmosphere from dry to
moist. I begin to smell and taste the salt on the wind and I see the particular colours of the
sandstone and its distinct rough texture in the road cuttings and the characteristic coastal
vegetation. In rough weather, I might even hear the sound of the sea echoing as the surf
pounds the rock platforms and cliffs, waves dumping, violently cutting into the sand on the
beaches. In my mind I will always hear the squawking seagulls as they ride the wind currents
up the cliffs or over the wave tops, or as they used to swoop on our hot potato chips during an
unguarded moment as we played on the beach in the sun. Even so, as I enter the ecology of
the coastal plain from that of the tablelands, I might still be 50 kilometres outside the limits of
the postcode area, and 20 kilometres outside the Sutherland Shire Council’s boundary.
While not as prominent as the external markers of territory, the comparative calm of the
estuary life of Burraneer Bay and the Hacking River marked an inner sanctum that equally
shaped my environmental engagement and, through it, my sense of self and of territory. My
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family home was located at the top of the hill on a quiet, dead-end street that remained
unsealed for the early part of my childhood. Houses lined one side of the street only. On the
other was native bushland, a wildlife reserve (a Sydney real estate euphemism for a gully too
irregular and wet for development) that extended down to the water’s edge. Between our
street and the bay was a creek that doubled as a stormwater drain for the streets and houses
further upstream and emptied onto muddy sand flats.
On the creek, not far from the middle of the reserve, was a waterfall, my favourite place in the
reserve. The waterfall was a sandstone ledge, some three to four metres high, with large slabs
of rock around its base that had eroded and fallen over time. Thick carpets of moss and
delicate Maidenhair ferns grew in the rich humus that collected in the crevices of the rocks
and the remains of a shell midden. I think what most attracted me to the waterfall was that,
while it marked a place in the reserve, my experience of it was more of the space that seemed
to envelop the place like an open cavern. Its atmosphere was cool, moist, with filtered light,
the air smelt of organic fertility and there was a palpable feeling of safety.
Downstream from the waterfall, the creek easily cut through the thin layers of sandy soil to
form a course along the exposed sandstone, forming a couple of smaller waterfalls, about a
half meter high, as it stepped down to the mudflats of the bay.
Much of my free time during my school years was spent playing in the creek and around the
waterfall. I would ask a select friend to walk with me through the bush and down to the creek,
to share the spaces, the places and the things that were special to me. Sometimes we would
pick our way through the prickly ti-tree to a secluded low rock shelf before we reached the
creek. I remember finding a few calcified cockleshells in the soil under the shelf some years
later. I didn’t like to spend a lot of time in the space leading up to and that surrounded the
rock shelf, or to go alone, because the atmosphere always felt cold and unwelcoming. Other
times we would just meander about comfortably, noticing as we went the various flowers that
were in bloom at the time.
The native plants seemed surreal compared to the introduced plants that my parents and our
neighbours grew in their gardens. Having since learnt to identify them, I can now name the
spider-like grevilleas, the spiky triangular leaves of the epacris, and the open bird-beak-like
seedpods of the hakeas, the Blanfordia’s red and yellow Christmas bell flowers, and the large
distinctive grey gums with their contorted limbs and incongruous coloured orange-salmon
new bark.
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My sense of the bush, and thus the conversation, where we would walk, and what we would
see and do when we arrived on the creek or at the waterfall would change depending on
whom I was with. The creek mainly trickled between rock pools when it hadn’t rained for a
while. Usually we would just walk along the creek bed, only stopping to watch the tadpoles
and frogs in the rock pools. Once, we found a deposit of silvery white clay and took some
home to make a couple of pots, which we dried in the sun. Mostly, however, I left things as
they were, where they seemed to belong.
Other times I would explore further afield and would meet a friend on the point of a headland
of the neighbouring bay, overlooking the Hacking River. We would look out to the Royal
National Park on the opposite shore and climb down the cliff face to stand on the rocks at the
water’s edge. A narrow, deep, fast moving channel was all that separated us from a large
sandbar that was beginning to slowly block the entrance to the bay as it protruded a few
hundred metres into the river from the opposite shore. Sometimes we would see the ferry
doing its rounds between Cronulla and the village of Bundeena, on the edge of the park.
I used to enjoy catching the ferry with my family when we went for picnics to Bundeena. The
small beach next to the wharf there was ideal for small children to swim and play because it
was so sheltered, being away from the mouth of the river and the open sea of the ocean
beaches. It was exciting to feel the ferry rise and fall on the waves as we made our way out of
the shelter of the bays to cross the mouth of the river. Bundeena, at the time, consisted of one
shop, a camping ground and a handful of small weatherboard and fibro holiday houses and
boat sheds.
I remember many summers where we would look out from the safe vantage point on our side
of the river, having noticed the sky turn brown with thick smoke, and watch the blazing redorange flames of a bushfire dancing along the entire ridge of the national park behind the
village. We could taste the smoky air that would also sting our eyes. Sometimes the whole
park appeared to be alight and would burn for days.
With the trees bared and the undergrowth all but gone outcrops of the Sydney sandstone stood
out among the charred remains of bushland, as distinctive as that of Cronulla and Kurnell. In
the territory of my birthplace, the sandstone, which disappears under the waves of the ocean
in the east, marks the edge between the coastal plain and the tablelands of the Great Dividing
Range with abrupt high escarpments and deeply cut gorges in the west. The line of Sydney
sandstone stretches southward down the coastline, I have since learnt, as far as Bateman’s
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Bay 300 kilometres away, and directly east of where I currently live. (The following map
shows where I was born in relation to where I live now).

Presenting territory as the narrative (interactive) space of its community
I now live at Oaks Estate, inland from the coast, on the southern tablelands of Ngunawal
territory. Having moved away from the territory of my birthplace over half a lifetime ago,
Oaks Estate provides the practical setting and a renewed starting point for learning to
respectfully understand the territory of another’s birthplace. My engagement with the water’s
edge still provides an essential element in my narrative of territory. However, in Ngunawal
territory, that element is now the fresh water of inland river systems rather than the salt water
of an ocean shoreline or the brackish transitional waters of a tidal estuary.
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Oaks Estate is located on the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers on the eastern
edge of the Australian Capital Territory, at the confluence of two significant contributors to
the Murrumbidgee River system. In terms of the relationship between Ngunawal culture and
my own, the junction simultaneously marks both the middle part of the region’s water
management system and an intersection of a number of traditional Aboriginal Australian
territories. That confluence is divided, cartographically, administratively and metaphorically
speaking, by the state/territory border between New South Wales and the Australian Capital
Territory. The border effectively separates the city of Queanbeyan from its federal capital,
Canberra. Oaks Estate is a place in the interactive space that is simultaneously on the edge of,
between and overlapped by all of those aspects.
I first moved to the Canberra region in 1980 to attend the Canberra School of Art. I moved to
Oaks Estate seven years later, drawn to its semi-rural river corridor setting and ramshackle
houses, some of which date back to the 1887 subdivision of the original 1830s estate known
as ‘The Oaks’. As a visual artist my focus was on how I saw the landscape as a composition
of objects in space, sometimes urban and suburban landscapes, sometimes rural and natural
bushland.
As an art student, I firstly explored the visual language of positive space (the space that
defines the surface and form of objects) and negative space (the space that is not the objects,
and that is between, within and around the objects) by exploring, as expressive elements, the
light, space, line, shape, form and texture of modernism. I used painting, printmaking and
sculpture to present what I saw as I looked outwards, away from myself into the landscape, as
if looking through a window at the outside world. The depth of vision would be a mix of
shallow and distant, set in a rectangular format, sometimes vertical but usually horizontal to
reflect the conventions of European landscape painting. I created compositions of buildings,
roads, trees, rocks, rivers and the sea, sometimes inland, others of the coast, as places of
theatrical or architectural space, an interior space in an exterior environment.
I was interested in the juxtaposition of abstract and natural forms in ‘plastic’ space. In plastic
space the creative tension is generated from juxtaposition; objects and features in the
landscape are no longer anchored to the ground, thus, are free to optically and sometimes
literally move about, no longer dependent on a horizon line or lines of perspective that lead,
traditionally, away to a vanishing point in the distance.
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Plastic space is dynamic, a type of interactive space in which lines, planes, colours, light and
shade and texture generate a creative tension through their spatial relationship resulting in
apparent optical movement or a change in appearance. As in a two-dimensional collage or
three-dimensional assemblage or installation, the placement of elements such as lines, shapes,
colours or textured surfaces in overlapping, adjacent and adjoining, or parallel positions
generates a creative tension between each of them. The amount of tension generated, that is,
the amount and type of movement and change that metaphorically or literally occurs, depends
on in which dimension, and to what degree, those various elements are emplaced or displaced
as a consequence of their relationship. A spatial dialogue takes place between the various
elements in relationship.
There is no absolute boundary to the interactive space in which negative space is in creative
tension with positive space. The influence of contrasting shapes, colours or textures, for
example, will extend beyond the limits of their obvious edges. In addition, warm colours may
optically move forward and cool colours recede in relation to the surface of a picture plane,
appearing to move outside the physical two-dimensional boundary of the artwork. The
negative space of a sculpture may also be a part of the exhibition space in which it stands (and
vice versa). The negative space of the sculpture extends beyond or withdraws to the
immediate environment of the solid lines, shapes and forms, the sculpture’s obvious internal
and external boundaries, to incorporate the walls, floor and ceiling, the light sources and cast
shadows of the environment around it. The audience may metaphorically enter the interactive
space of a collage or assemblage, a photograph, a painting or sculpture, as they would
physically enter the interactive space of an installation in a room, contributing a further level
in awareness of the conscious and unconscious intentions of the artist.
The artwork, itself, ultimately provides its own narrative of interactive space in which an
audience will engage. However, the artist may supply some literary support to the artwork and
the audience with a title or a brief conceptual explanation. Otherwise a more extensive
narrative may be offered in the form of an exegesis. An exegesis is an explanation and
interpretation of the original creative experience embodied in the artwork. The exegesis
provides an opportunity for the artist to reflect on the making of the artwork and the practical
handling of their materials in respect to the ideas that prompted their actions, and to situate
their work in the context of the broader practice and theory of the discipline.
The exegesis also generates the means to cross the interpretive divide between the audience,
the artwork and the artist by providing a narrative of the interactive space in which practical
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knowledge generated through making of the artwork is conceptualised into theory. The
exegesis makes coherent the interaction between elements of thinking and doing, the narrative
of which, ultimately, communicates the methodology of an original creative process.
After pausing my artwork to begin a family, I moved away from the abstract toward a more
subjective approach to the visual landscape. Thoroughly grounded through the primal
experience of motherhood, I began working with community arts and community history as
an assemblage of different perspectives of lived experience. I began reconceptualising the
visual landscape as a plastic space of social as well as environmental interaction. I began
talking to the old people who lived around me, who were born in Oaks Estate, sometimes over
80 years before, integrating their stories with my own in an attempt to understand the
environment and community of this new territory that I had not long moved into. I learnt who
lived where, why and when. I learnt how the knowledge and perception I gained from my
own experience of living in Oaks Estate could provide insights into those of other people.
Being familiar with the creative tension of juxtaposing elements and features of the visual
landscape in my art works, it was not long before I began to compose patterns of land use
from the spatial relationship of overlapping, adjacent and adjoining or parallel instances of
people living and moving about, what they were doing in the landscape, and why. Those
patterns of land use and the activities of people reflected similarities in, and differences
between, Aboriginal Australian and colonial economic principles. I would find or see the
physical remnants of different lifestyles: fenced fields, hand made bricks, broken bottles; old
houses in the streets, the pattern of those streets overlaying old roads and river crossings; the
shape and form of the land and of the river channel, and intermixed throughout were the stone
tools of Aboriginal Australian culture, sitting in and on the soil. I began to formally study
archaeology and history to further develop the creative tension of the interactive space of
social and environmental history.
Even when of different times, the experiences and perceptions of people living in the same
environment provided various perspectives of what is seeable, what is touchable and is
spoken about, thus, what is readily understood, and what is not. Knowledge of their social and
environmental relationship can be as tangible as physical remnants of their interactions: the
footprint of a building that no longer stands, a remnant fence-line, the proximity of a river
crossing, the handle of a cup, the neck of a bottle or a perished doll found in the remains of a
rubbish dump, and the cooking stones and stone cutting tools found in the sand by the river
nearby. Knowledge can also be as tenuous as a storied outline: narrative descriptions of the
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intellectual and emotional attachments and associations of people and the social, cultural and
environmental circumstances of their time.
I began to focus on how and why people had moved around the changing landscape of Oaks
Estate, and how what was happening in the wider Queanbeyan/Canberra region and in a
national context influenced that movement and change. My understanding was constituted
through shared knowledge, exchanged with people I talked to and through the books, journals,
photographs and maps that others had created. I drew together the local history of people over
the period since colonial exploration and settlement of the region around the junction of the
Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers. Over time I noticed some common influences
underpinning the activities and interests of colonial settlers and their descendents and
Aboriginal Australians who had lived and moved in the same environment prior to colonial
settlement.
I perceived the environment to be an interactive space of people and environment, shaped as
much by the processes of geology and water as through the cycle of life and death, the need to
eat and take shelter and to trade for locally unavailable resources. I interpreted environment as
the movement and change of a socio-cultural landscape that is characterised by geomorphic,
ecologic, historic, economic, political (administrative and community) and ideological
influences. Recognising the inseparability and interconnectedness of those influences is
something that I now recognise as the basis of a sustainable ecological relationship, which
contributes to the origin of a definition of territory.
I collected oral histories to understand how people identified with the environment of Oaks
Estate as a geographical place. I walked and talked with people, using different methods of
recording what I learnt because not all of it was written and spoken. I used photographic
portraits of individuals who told their stories about the people, places and events that were
significant in their lives. Those stories were complemented by historical family photos, the
artefacts and remnant fabric of buildings, roads, and photographs and maps of the landscape
as it was and still is. In this way history remained alive, relevant to people in the present, not
locked in the past. I consolidated my own sense of place and a feeling of belonging by
grasping some sense of how others perceived and experienced theirs.
Eventually, I recognised my community arts and community history projects to be an
adaptation of ethnography. However, the dialogue in which I participated was not entirely
human-to-human. Being about people interacting with their environment I wanted to
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understand what that environment was. I was also concerned with how a spatial dialogue
between people and environment worked. I recognised, through discussions with people and
by observing what people had done over time, that some aspects of the dialogue occurred
externally in the physical space of people interacting in their environment. However, I also
realised that other aspects occurred internally as a personal relationship. Those personal
relationships, while occurring in the same environment, had been perceived and experienced,
and were thus articulated, in different ways by people of various cultures.
In Oaks Estate, Aboriginal Australian people of various language groups moved through or
occupied the region up till at least the mid 1820s when colonial settlement began. After that
time, Aboriginal Australian people, those at least who had not died from introduced diseases,
even before colonial settlement reached this region, were increasingly displaced. By the 1860s
most traditional cultural hunting traditions and ceremonial meetings were no longer obvious
in or around the expanding rural settlements of Queanbeyan and Canberra. During the 1850s
and 1860s Chinese people moved through the area following the gold rush to the Southern
Alps. Some Chinese people stayed in Queanbeyan and Oaks Estate up until the 1930s, having
established market gardens. Other than that, people of predominately British and European
cultural origins populated Oaks Estate, with a focus, in the early stages of development, on
railway work, rural labouring, transporting goods and agricultural produce and later,
construction work on the buildings and roads of the new federal capital.
Significantly, I realised that the relationship between people and their environment changed
over time and hinged on what people perceived nature to be.
On the one hand people could see and experience nature as wilderness and separate from
themselves and their developed world. This was the underlying attitude that encouraged the
general perception, in the earliest days of colonial settlement, that the land lying beyond the
limits of the 19 counties, west of the Murrumbidgee River, was ‘untouched’ and forbidding.
On the other hand, nature could be perceived as a resource to be exploited, developed and
sold. The colonial explorers were sent south from Sydney to the region around the junction of
the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers and the Murrumbidgee River to discover the grazing
potential of the local grasslands and water supply.
Then again, nature could also be experienced as a nurturing process of mother earth. In
traditional Aboriginal Australian terms, the land, the sky and clouds, the waters that supported
life, the trees, the plants, birds, animals and people, collectively, constituted a living,
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conscious and feeling being, as country. Being perceived as a reciprocal caring relationship,
the earth (and the sky) provides nourishment and shelter in return for respectful limits on and
replenishment of the resources that people use.
Having worked my way through the historical layers of social history and the land use
development of Oaks Estate, I reached the base layer, the land and the waters of the
confluence of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers, and recognised how the environment
influenced what people did and where they lived and moved about.
The stone cutting flakes, hammer stones, cooking stones that I noticed along the sand flats
and ridges of the river corridor when I walk my dogs, and that I occasionally dig up in my
garden, tells me that the junction was once a good place for Aboriginal Australians to hunt
and camp. The fact that I found those stones scattered among some of the earliest dated clay
bricks and glass and crockery sherds means that hunting and camping probably continued
after settlement. Early newspaper reports mentioned the occasional corroboree in the Oaks
Estate and Queanbeyan areas up until the 1860s.
The river junction provided for abundant animal, birds and fish, on which the Aboriginal
Australian hunters and, later, particularly during lean times, the colonial settlers, depended.
The low lying sandy knoll set between higher ridges around the junction provided a protection
from the weather, a good place to build a shelter or build a house and in which to sleep. Also
at the junction the earliest tracks led to and from a stable stretch of riverbed that provided a
reliable crossing. Oaks Estate’s present road plan overlays those track ways and that central
landform feature.
I realised that I was working with the environment in the context of these complex social
relationships (individually personal and collectively community). Reflecting the land use and
development of Oaks Estate since colonial settlement, and in keeping with the predominantly
Euro-Australian culture of the present-day suburban village population and lifestyle, I began
to work with an interactive space that became tangible only through the narrative connecting
people, places and events. My focus was on reflecting the transition of Oaks Estate from a
rural colonial settlement to a Canberra construction workers’ settlement because the people I
was working with had lived through that time. I was talking to people who had come from
different places to live in Oaks Estate; their stories, because they were of my own culture, and
my interpretation of those stories into a narrative, reflected that particular way of identifying
with and perceiving the socio-cultural landscape of Oaks Estate.
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The narrative that I constructed linked people of the past and the present to an environment
characterised by artefacts, buildings and track ways, whole and remnant, written journals,
maps, photographs and spoken histories of lived experience. The narrative created a
metaphorical (storied) line of connection using visual and word descriptions of various
political, economic and community interests and associations. Those various elements did not
always neatly align from beginning to end, or in the same place and time. I perceived the
nature of interaction between the different elements was more spatial than that, like different
forms and dimensions in juxtaposition, something similar to the creative tension of the plastic
space I had experienced in my visual arts practice.
I presented my narrative back to the community I was working with as a type of dialogue
between those currently living in Oaks Estate, those who had since moved away, and the
general public. I created an alternative interactive space for that dialogue to occur in an
exhibition hall in 1993. I used projected photographs, taped recordings of stories, framed
photographic portraits, and a modified version of an Oaks Estate backyard shed.
The idea for the shed grew out of the garden sheds that could be found throughout Oaks
Estate backyards. Those sheds were familiar to present-day residents, almost distinctive icons
of the Oaks Estate backyard garden. Some of those sheds had housed a relative and their
family, during the depression years of the 1930s and the years of World War II, and some of
the early houses of the 1890s were little more.
People entered an environment bounded by the four physical walls of the exhibition hall. On
entry, an exchange began between the participating audience and the faces of local residents
peering out from framed photos on the wall, encouraged by the evocative influences of a
corrugated iron shed standing in the centre of the room. The shed housed a worn rug and a
chair, a mantelpiece, symbolic props supporting a slide show of family photographs of people
living long ago or sometimes still living, projecting onto a screen in the shed, voices telling
their stories from a speaker set behind the screen.
A person may be familiar with a neighbour or a house that they saw or heard in the exhibition.
Sometimes a young person would rejoice, perhaps having seen, for the first time, a picture of
a grandparent. Or someone would reminisce about the ‘old days’, sitting on the chairs in front
of the shed watching and listening to the show over and over again. Other people just wanted
to learn some local history, develop their own sense of place in the region that has grown up
around Oaks Estate.
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The various visual and sound elements of the exhibition could be read as separate fragments
and as a whole narrative composition. The narrative was spatial because it made metaphorical
connections, forming relationships between various people, places and events, of the past and
the present, geographically and interpersonally. On another level, the environment of the
exhibition was influenced by the degree and nature of interaction between the individual
elements, their placement, the effects of lighting and the message the material or the format of
presentation provided. On yet another level, the narrative would also be influenced, through
personal interpretation, by interplay between the various intellectual concepts, emotional
attachments and practical knowledge of a person engaging with the exhibition. I came to
understand Oaks Estate as the narrative (interactive) space of its community, the territory of
which is defined by what community members collectively speak of and consider to be theirs.
The narrative (interactive) space of Ngunawal territory
While being a step or two removed from the actual people and environment, my narrative
served as a type of map connecting people and environment affected by consequential events
of colonisation and federation. I developed my narrative by working backwards to the earliest
colonial settlement. I listened to the experiences and perception of the present-day community
and explored the history (and archaeology) of land use. I identified patterns in the spatial and
temporal distribution of artefacts, the remnants of built fabric, the landscape features and
ecological environment in and around the junction of the two rivers. I placed those physical
aspects in the context of the economic and political interests, and personal associations, that I
understood to contribute to the community’s sense of place and identity over time. I then used
the narrative to explore a juxtaposition of key ideas, concepts and meanings that I believed
shaped the making, the experiencing and perceiving of all of those things as a socio-cultural
landscape.
However, while I acknowledged Aboriginal Australians, they remained displaced in the
narrative. Until recently, because it is different from my own, I did not know how to
experience, perceive or respectfully talk about Aboriginal Australian culture.
With a broad focus on the environment in and around the confluence of the Molonglo and
Queanbeyan Rivers, this research project will redress that displacement by firmly emplacing
Ngunawal ways of knowing and perceiving territory in a narrative about generating new
methodology for reconceptualising the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape as interactive
space.
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Don and Ruth told me that the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers was part of
the territory with which they identified. Recognising the oral traditions of Ngunawal culture, I
therefore begin by accepting Ngunawal territory as the narrative (interactive) space of its
community, as articulated by the Elders. Acknowledging local political and cultural
sensitivities about the spelling of Ngunawal, I use the spelling ‘Ngunawal’ because that is the
form that Don and Ruth adopted. My work reflects my interaction with their personal sense of
place and identity. I acknowledge that other groups identifying with the same or a similar area
of land adopt other spellings and perceive and experience territory in different ways. I respect
those differences.
As with my previous work, which was set in my own cultural context, I have found that
working at the intersection of visual arts, history, archaeology and ethnography also provides
me with tools for a deep level of engagement with the ecological relationship of Ngunawal
culture. However, in this instance, I have also found the practice and application of the
traditions of those disciplines problematic, especially in the sensitive context of the
appropriation of culture when working either with the Ngunawal Elders or with Aboriginal
Australian culture generally. I have received privileged information from the Elders that I
cannot rightly disclose. As a result, finding ways to work with aspects of Ngunawal territory
that are socially and culturally sensitive, with appropriate discretion and respect, has become
a significant driver of my research process.
Continuing to develop the seminal concept of respect that has governed the ethics of my work
with the Elders so far, and so as not to appropriate Ngunawal culture, I have chosen to
develop an empathic understanding of Ngunawal ways of knowing and perceiving territory.
Empathic engagement means I do not approach Ngunawal culture directly. Instead, I work in
an interactive space between self and other. In the Ngunawal context, ‘other’ includes all
living organisms – people, animals, birds, fish, plants; and ‘other’ is also what my own
cultural base would categorize as not living – mountains, rocks, the rivers and lakes, the
surface of the land where it meets the sky, and the depths of the earth itself. Empathy is
shaped through an attitude of respect for self and other, and the desire to share in the ways of
knowing and the perception of other.
My perception of Ngunawal territory will be influenced as much by the Elders and the
ecological environment of Ngunawal territory as through my methodological strategies for
developing empathic understanding. Constructing a narrative of those influences and the
development of those strategies serves two purposes. The narrative provides an interactive
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space in which to creatively engage with what I perceive of critical elements of Ngunawal
ecological relationship as they contribute to a notion of territory, while making perceivable
the processes of learning I will experience through that engagement.
My focus is also on communicating what I have learnt to my fellow researchers working with
and among Aboriginal Australian people and their country, and to academia in general. How I
tell my story will be as important as what I describe. The narrative creates the means for you,
the reader, to perceive both the connections between practical engagement and the
environment of that engagement, and the emergent processes of learning how to engage. In
order to map the process of learning, the method of telling my story will be organic (moving
and changing) to reflect, as you will have read, an interactive space that may be walked in,
played in, surfed in, looked out over and felt, and which integrates the lived experience of the
land and its waters of past and present landscapes.
The narrative will also be original and self-determining, reflecting the threshold moments of
the experience of learning about Ngunawal ways of knowing and perceiving territory. With a
focus on the process of learning about something I did not previously know how to perceive
or experience, and on generating a new methodology for that learning, the knowledge and
perception is completely new for me. There can be no prior literature, theory or practice
specific to the original creative experiences of my situation.
However, I must acknowledge that, as a researcher, I am isolated neither in the relationship
between Ngunawal culture and my own, nor from the research environment in which that
relationship formed. As a creation of my own interactive space I must recognise the
genealogical roots of the narrative of that relationship are embedded in the creative tension
between Ngunawal, modern and postmodern/poststructural paradigms. That creative tension
is presented in the literature review that appears as Chapter 2 of my thesis. The review was
conducted at the end of my methodological process, much like an exegesis. I reflect on the
practice of the original creative experience and, after coming to understand some of the
consequences and their implications, situate my work in the broader practice and theory of the
discipline.
Therefore, like arts research methodologies, I rely on a reflexive process of feeding new
knowledge back into broader practice and theory, as a pause for reflection following the
threshold moment of an original creative experience. In this way I will not pre-empt or shape
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emergent knowledge, or inappropriately direct the transformative nature of my experience of
learning.
My current work is responsive to my interactions with Don and Ruth and of the territory that
they perceive as theirs. Don, Ruth and I began to form a relationship some ten years before I
reached the thesis stage of my work. I worked with these Elders because they chose to work
with me. The relationship continued because of the trust and respect that developed between
each of us. They showed me how to learn about their culture. With their guidance I learned
about some of the influences of their personal relationship with Ngunawal country. They also
taught me to trust my own capacity to know Ngunawal territory without their guidance, and
despite our cultural differences.
Don and Ruth showed me that the capacity to engage in an ecological relationship and know
territory as a social as well as an environmental interaction had permeated my own urbanised
upbringing as it had their past mission life. I have already explained the influences of my
upbringing. The influences of mission life are reflected in their stories, first told to me on 19
November 1999 and related here with their permission.1
Ngunawal Elder Ruth Bell’s Story
I was born at Oak Hill at Yass; delivered by my great grandmother in 1936, Mrs
Sarah Freeman, also known as ‘Granny Sal.’ I lived at Oak Hill with my parents. We
lived in a little tin hut until such time as I was put away in the orphanage by order of
the court. I stayed at the orphanage until I was 17. I don’t remember how old I was
when I went there because I was very young, about four or five.
I was a very sad kid. All I can remember of my mother was the day they went to
court. My father got custody. When we came out of the courthouse we stood there,
my Uncle Don, my mother and my three small brothers. They were only young. I
went to walk with my mother, but I was told by my Uncle Don, ‘No, you come over
here,’ which was with my father.
I will always remember that day. That was the last time I saw my mother. I cried, and
I remember going with my father. He took me back to his mother and then I was
taken down to St Joseph’s orphanage at Goulburn.
In the process of growing up, I was a very lonely person, as I never had any visits
from my grandparents on my mother or father’s side. I started to think, ‘I am an
orphan.’ My father used to go there now and again, but he was always away working.
Growing up in a white society, I only found out I was an Aboriginal when I was 13.
From then on I was a very inward person. I used to cry a lot.
There were a lot of things I could have done. I could have learned to play the violin,
the piano. All those sorts of things – my great-grandfather was a very good violin

1
These stories were then published in the book Aging Is Not For Sissies, edited by Joan Lockwood and Vivien Arnold, by
Irrepressible Press, Woden, ACT, 2000 in celebration of the International Year of the Older Person.
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player. Nursing, interior decorating, book keeping – things that would have had a
better effect on my life as an Aboriginal person. But being in two worlds, it was very
hard for me to find the right direction, in a white world and in an Aboriginal world.
The sisters said to me that I had to get a grip on myself and look to the future. I often
thought, ‘what future?’
I didn’t have any close association with older Aboriginals. The only two I saw were
my grandmother and grandfather on my father’s side, and that was at Christmas. And
that stopped and I never saw them again. When I used to come up at Christmas time I
used to spend more time with my grandfather than my grandmother. He used to tell
me a lot of things. Who I was, who my parents were and this is why I always have
respect for older people – because he told me to do this.
So growing up, for me, was very hard and I often wondered about Aboriginal people
and how they coped with life in general.
So now in this day and age, as an older person, I’m a very proud grandmother of 19
grandchildren and two great-grandchildren. And this is how I relate to the everyday
issues of life as an older person. I am always there learning what the needs are of
older people and participate in whatever’s there to do. I’m on the age and disabilities
committee and a member of the senior citizens at Turner.
As an older person in this era, which is very fast moving, I see a lot of things that
could be addressed more strongly to help our older Aboriginal people. The two main
points I think that are fading between older and younger people are respect and
discipline.
Social life for me is around my family, as I didn’t have one when I was young. I think
having this relationship in the family forms a very strong bond between the older and
the younger.

Ngunawal Elder Don Bell’s Story
Don was the son of James (known as ‘Eppie’) and Christina Carroll (nee Brown). After James
died, Don’s mother remarried. Don then took the surname Bell, after his stepfather.
I was born on ‘Hollywood’ in 1935. I was first-born at ‘Hollywood’, that’s in Yass.
You take those older people of the 1930’s; they had no social life. They made their
own life. Mostly, they’d get together and they’d play cards. They used to sit around
in the evenings - they’d make a campfire. They’d sit around and someone, through
the day, would catch something, a possum, goanna, whatever they could catch to eat.
They cooked damper. Because rations were in flour, there was always plenty of flour
around. Treacle, you could get treacle.
Then they’d tell stories about different things, of their lives, Dreamtime stories. The
older ones would tell the stories. Then the kids would pick-up and tell something of
the story. If they couldn’t, they couldn’t stay near the fire. That’s why, amongst our
people, they can get up and tell stories. Because it was instilled into them from the
word go. The stories were of where they travelled and what they had done or
achieved.
The groups were big that sat around the campfire. The fire was a social gathering.
They couldn’t go to town. The old people couldn’t be in town after sundown. The
police would hunt them out. That went on up to the ‘50s.
Because they couldn’t go to a white dance, they used to hold their own dances in one
of the empty houses. Ossie Brown was a champion leaf player. He was a terrific leaf
player. My father used to play the reed flute. Anyone around who played any
instruments could join in. They held the dances whenever they felt like it. Happy
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occasions, no money involved, just everyone join in. No drink (no alcohol), just
everyone having a good time. The kids used to run around outside, play games and
run around.
They couldn’t go into the hotels in town. If they wanted a drink, a white person
would have to go in and buy them one and sneak it out to them.
That was their social life. My social life is different altogether to what my parents
had, to the old people, now that I’m their age. I can go anywhere. I don’t have to
have a permit to jump on a train or leave the town. They couldn’t travel unless they
had a permit. I can go into any dances or anywhere that I want to go.
They led very isolated lives. The mission was about three or four kilometres out of
town, opposite the cemetery. The further they could get them away from town, the
better the white people liked it.
The mission was just a rocky hill, about 20 acres. There was no soil. It was just rock
with about two inches of soil on top of it. You couldn’t have a garden. There was no
water ‘til my father went and got the water put on for the mission. They had to lay
the pipes themselves. ‘Eppie’ Carroll did that, got it connected to the town water.
The sheep and cattle got their water before the people at ‘Hollywood.’
The houses were corrugated iron, unlined inside, just a basic house. There were two
rows of houses, with a row of toilets in the middle. There were another two houses
up the top. Each house had an outside toilet. The sanitation service was very bad – if
they couldn’t get up to you, they didn’t worry about it.
We had a big house, three bedrooms and a veranda. My father made it more
comfortable by dividing the veranda into more bedrooms. There were nine children,
two deceased. My twin brother was buried on the ‘Hollywood’ mission, right down
in the corner, which was the softest bit of soil they could find. He died when he was
still a baby.
I’ve been always with Elders, through my life growing up. That’s where you get your
wisdom, off them. When you’re an older person, all that wisdom comes out. Even
later, I was with Ruth’s grandfather. We used to go out in the scrub together. We
would go bush. He used to show me things. He used to show me a lot of bushcraft.
And all of this doesn’t come out of you till you grow old.
An Elder in today’s world is different to what it was in the past. We can’t fall back
on tribal rules and laws. An Elder is picked, from when you are first born. You can’t
just pick anyone and call them an Elder. My father gave it to me before he died; my
mother helped me throughout life when I had no father.

Don later told me, at our initial thesis project meeting in September 2005, that as a child he
had grown up with nine other boys. An Elder would take the boys out to show them hunting
and how to survive in the bush. The Elder used a boomerang and showed them how to hunt,
how to cook a duck or a snake. The Elder used to show the boys things then would question
them about what they had been shown. If they answered wrongly or couldn’t carry out their
set tasks he would give them a ‘smack on the bum’ with his boomerang. The boys were very
keen students as a result. They weren’t allowed to talk until they had returned home. There,
they could let out all of the excitement over what they had been shown. The Elder was very
strict to show them how serious the business was, ‘he was showing us how to survive!’ There
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was another hunter that used a slingshot to hunt with. The hunters would return home with
their catch, but no matter how well they hunted or how poorly, the women at the camp always
had food, ‘that’s why they were the mainstay’ of the community.
Don and Ruth’s stories remind me of Fritjof Capra’s (1983) view that the basic element of
survival is not an individual living being, an organism independent of its environment, but is
an ‘organism-in-its-environment’. Instead of an entity, the basis of survival is a pattern of
organization adopted during the interactions of that organism-in-its-environment (Capra 1983,
p313). By extension, the survival of a community of organisms-in-their-environment relies on
understanding that the relationship between self and environment is simultaneously social and
environmental.
Whether in the circumstances of mission life or a more traditional hunter-gatherer situation
knowing how to experience and perceive the interactive space of that relationship and the
extent of its boundaries is essential to understanding territory as a geographical place.
Don and Ruth taught me that ways of knowing territory depend on recognising the different
emphasis generally placed on the relationship between the personal and the environmental by
my own culture when compared to Ngunawal culture. A typical view of my own culture
perceives mind, body and environment as separate and opposing. The traditional Ngunawal
perspective is influenced by a strong emphasis on personal experience and perception
grounded in the inseparability of mind, body and environment. To reflect that perspective I
therefore approach territory not as a place but as an interactive space that is both personal and
environmental. Understanding the differences in the perception of boundaries between mind,
body and environment is key.
An ecological relationship in which mind, body and environment are inseparable is one in
which the boundary between each aspect is, itself, an interactive space. The physical
environment and the body are permeated by the non-physical cognisance, emotion and
spirituality of experience and perception. Knowledge and understanding become two of a
number of important elements constituting the interactive space of territory. The narrative of
territory will be about linking people and environment, not about differences and similarities
in the nature of its parts. The perception of the mind cannot be separated from the experiences
of the body in an interaction with environment without affecting an awareness of territory.
Don and Ruth taught me that their concept of territory was organic, formed in the interactive
space between personal experience and perception and defining environmental influences.
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The physical world of present-day appearance is connected to the ancestral Dreaming of
Ngunawal culture by metaphorical pathways of movement and change; something I perceive
as similar to the quantum mechanics of modern science. Dreaming stories connect the rocks
of Ngunawal territory to Ngunawal people, linking them through the belief in common origin.
For example, Don and Ruth showed me that the rocks of the earth and the fresh water of the
rivers are two vital elements of the interactive space of territory. Those elements are
understood through the appearance of geomorphologic and ecological features of the
environment, and through the interactions from which those features form. The appearance of
outcrops of rocks on the surface of Ngunawal territory is the external manifestation of the
movement and change generated from sometimes deep within the earth’s interior. Some
movement and change is due to volcanic action, or to weathering and to sedimentation of
water, sometimes terrestrial, sometimes marine.
Ancient river corridors are as prominent in the narrative of territory as are those of the rivers
of the present day. The telling of a narrative about those river corridors and the mountains and
ridges between them provides a metaphorical pathway, a storied line mapping conceptual and
emotional interaction with the ancient and present-day physical environment. Storied lines
might link a lake, mountain, hill or rock outcrop to ancient spirit beings and to events that
shaped significant features of the physical world, connecting them all to the birthplaces, burial
sites associated with the families of present-day people, and the places of other special events
and experiences.
When perceived comprehensively, Ngunawal territory is about the human/environment
dialogue of people-in-their-environment. Being both of the environmental and of the
personal, an interactive space of physical, cognitive, emotional experience and perception, the
boundaries between people and environment can be perceived as permeable. Territory can be
conceptualised as a living being. In Ngunawal traditional terms, territory becomes country.
Territory, as an interactive space of mind, body and environment, is defined by the physical
environment and by the knowledge and understanding that is generated through Ngunawal
ecological relationship. That knowledge and understanding is at an intersection of what my
own culture traditionally perceives as separate realms of the physical, the philosophical, the
emotional and the spiritual. These realms interact and I perceive the boundaries between
mind, body and environment to be permeable and the lines connecting them to be storied.
Because there will be no single and independent reality or truth (physical or metaphorical)
governing knowledge and understanding of territory, there can be no single and independent
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research theory, discipline or method that provides a complete meaning, or a whole concept,
of territory. A narrative of territory, therefore, being constituted through a creative tension
between different dimensions and perspectives of reality, is a narrative of interactive space
plus permeable boundaries plus storied lines, which I will refer to in the following chapters as
a spatial narrative.

A SUMMARY OF FOLLOWING CHAPTERS
This thesis is divided into two Parts, plus this Introduction. Part 1 is concerned with the
methodologies used in this thesis. Part 1 begins with a discussion in Chapter 2 of the literature
situating the methodologies, while Chapter 3 presents the philosophical underpinnings of
those methodologies.
Chapter 2 reflects the creative tension between Ngunawal, modern and
postmodern/poststructural paradigms that are at play in the interactive space of my research
project. While I have positioned Chapter 2 in my thesis to conform to the conventions of the
traditional thesis format, conducting the literature review at the end of my research, rather
than at the beginning, challenges that convention.
Chapter 2 situates the methodologies I have used throughout the thesis, starting with a review
of alternative ecological thought. I then discuss the interaction of historical, archaeological
and ethnographical perspectives of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape in the context of
space/place relations. The review then follows my exploration of reflexive ethnography,
which I use to develop my understanding of ecological relationship, not as a human-to-human
dialogue, as in most reflexive ethnographies, but between human and environment. Chapter 2
also locates the researcher, as intermediary self-in-their-environment, in the creative tension
of self and other using a discussion of the postmodern/poststructural practice and theory of
Somerville (2010) and Davies (2010).
In Chapter 3 I construct a philosophical framework that deals with the question of
understanding the Ngunawal perspective of territory. There are many and varied practical and
conceptual processes that an empathic researcher might use for verification of knowledge and
practice. While I do not discuss these in detail, I do focus on checking my fundamental
principles and presumptions. In addition there is the question of how to work with interacting
social, cultural and environmental tensions to present a coherent narrative of territory. I
illustrate the key concepts that support the development of my answer to that question in
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Figure 1. (The exegeses presented in Chapter 6 demonstrate how that process works in
practice).
I am also mindful, in Chapter 3, of the need for the continued rethinking of concepts that have
evolved from the British colonists’ original and inadequate perceptions of Aboriginal
Australians. In my desire to work with Ngunawal culture without appropriating it I work
towards a genuine transcultural narrative of territory. That causes me to rethink Ngunawal
territory in terms of a hybrid space (interactive space), integrating the physical and the nonphysical dimensions of social, cultural and environmental interaction. I also recognise the
importance of articulating my changing personal sense of place and identity as an empathic
researcher in the creation of that hybrid perspective.
Chapter 4 is divided into three sub-chapters. Having introduced (in the Introduction, Chapter
2 and Chapter 3) the fundamental concept of interactive space, Chapter 4 develops my
emergent methodology for creating a cross-cultural understanding of the meanings of
Ngunawal territory. The chapter discusses changing the elements of my own ways of
recognising and presenting Ngunawal territory to better reflect the physical and the nonphysical dimensions inherent in the Ngunawal perception and experience of territory. I
explore ways to empathically present, as interactive space, the Ngunawal community’s
ecological relationship that defines territory as land, water, heritage and country. (The
exegeses presented in Chapter 7 demonstrate how this process works in practice.)
I begin Chapter 4 with the discussion of how to create a transcultural perspective by drawing
together the physical and symbolic dimensions of personal sense of place and identity with
the land and its waters, interpreted through heritage defined by a living history and spiritual
connection. The chapter presents my early exploration of this approach, firstly in relation to
my ‘Melrose Valley’ survey. That early work provided insights into the intangibles that I
recognised to exist in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape, but does not show me how to
appropriately work with my perception of them. Those insights are predominately limited to
my perception of the material layers of the past in the visual landscape of the present and the
language of archaeology. To enrich my perception and understanding and thus my capacity to
work with and present Ngunawal territory as a continuum of the physical and non-physical
past and present, I have integrated the methods and languages of two further disciplines:
history and ethnography.
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Introducing a transdisciplinary approach leads me to consider the context of Aboriginal
Australian peoples as a collective of different cultures that, at times, cross the boundaries of a
particular territory outside their own, to form physical, emotional and conceptual interests and
associations with that territory. In the Ngunawal community context those boundaries are
between the southeastern Australian inland, the coast, the southern tablelands and the
highlands of the snow country. That crossing of boundaries may have been as marauding
antagonists or by invitation, for the purposes of accessing and obtaining food, water and other
economic resources, respectfully participating in intercultural meetings and ceremonies, or
maintaining strategic politico-social relations. Those crossings occurred prior to colonial
settlement and continued as a consequence of colonial displacement.
History has shown that Aboriginal Australian society is an adapting society of networking
cultures. However, there is a difference in the level and nature of adaptation depending on the
degree of displacement and the extent and rapidity of change that has been experienced in a
territory. Chapter 4 further explains the prevailing perception that traditional cultural activities
that do not appear to differ much from pre-colonial activities are proof of continuous
connection to a place. That perception will not be sensitive to ‘modernised’ activities, which
have changed considerably due to altered circumstances, although they may have arisen from
equal but different forms of connection. Changed circumstances may mean that people no
longer live on country but still care for it by participating in associated cultural activities with
no lessening of a personal sense of place, identity or of the experience of spiritual connection.
The legal system has learnt to be comfortable with, and respond to, a particular type of
appearance and form of action as a measure of traditional connection to territory. A
generalised benchmark of what traditional and spiritual connection to a place looks like,
particularly one imposed by cultural values outside those of the communities and individuals
that generated those traditions, does not progress the outcomes of legal and research processes
much beyond Mabo 2.
It is largely the inadequacy of the systems governing what we know, how we experience and
perceive the world and, ultimately, how we present what we perceive to exist that make the
relationships of one socio-cultural group invisible to the perception of another. Hence, I
introduce a third and transformative aspect of my emergent methodology. Following the
literature of new ethnography and the postmodern methodology of emergence, I focus on the
deepest level of empathy with another’s culture. Achieving that level of understanding
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requires a transformation of my own ways of knowing and my own worldview (the process of
transforming self).
The Ngunawal Elders taught me that ways of knowing and thus experiencing Ngunawal
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. How
we perceive the boundaries between mind, body and environment to behave is critical in this
difference. The dualistic approach of my own culture perceives mind, body and environment
as separate and opposing, thus challenging the coherence of a transcultural narrative of
territory. To further enhance my capacity to communicate my own transformation and present
my changing understanding of the strong Ngunawal emphasis on the interaction of personal
and environmental space I also incorporate a visual arts perspective.
While Chapter 4 is concerned with the emergent methodology of understanding interactive
space I also focus on addressing the issue of explaining and presenting Ngunawal knowledge
and perception to others. My intention is that, once I have learned something of Ngunawal
culture, I will use my knowledge in a respectful and understanding way, without taking
ownership of that culture or that knowledge from the community. Understanding Ngunawal
culture by changing my own way of knowing and worldview, not theirs, I can create a
narrative that integrates both Ngunawal and researcher cultures. My narrative of territory
becomes a spatial narrative (or storied line) that maps physical, emotional and cognitive
pathways connecting people, places and events to define territory.
Determining how best to communicate my understanding of the creative process of an
emergent methodology, in the context of a developing empathic understanding, to the wider
community is the subject of the exegesis, which I discuss in Chapter 5. I use the selftransformational reflexivity of the exegesis, through an integrated process of practice and
reflection, as a way to interpret and explain my presentation of interactive space to my
audience.
Having presented my methodologies in Part 1, the thesis changes direction in Part 2. Part 2
consists of five exegeses (Chapters 6 and 7) articulated using a transcultural spatial narrative
of how I learn to explain and present my empathic understanding of Ngunawal territory.
Chapter 6, divided into two sub-chapters, explains how I practice and present a transformative
approach as I interact with Ngunawal ways of knowing and perceiving the world. I present
two exegeses (Chapters 6.1 and 6.2) of my recent work interpreting the junction of the
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Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers at Oaks Estate, as a symbol of the convergence of the ways
of two cultures. Chapters 6.1 and 6.2, together, explain my personal experience of the
hybridity of interactive space while presenting my reconceptualisation of the abstract
concepts (discussed in Chapter 3) of permeable boundaries, line and space.
Chapter 7, divided into three sub-chapters, adopts the exegesis to demonstrate my learning
process as the empathic researcher developing a transcultural perspective of Ngunawal
territory. In Chapter 7.1, I am guided by the Ngunawal Elders to experience how the land and
its waters form pathways connecting people, places and events over time. Chapter 7.2, on the
other hand, involves my use of the exegesis, without the guidance of the Ngunawal Elders, to
explain my experience of Ngunawal territory as pathways of connection. Chapters 7.1 and 7.2
prepare for Chapter 7.3, in which both the emergent methodology discussed in Chapter 4 and
the reflexive process of the exegesis discussed in Chapter 5 combine with my changed
empathic understanding to create an unguided transcultural spatial narrative of Ngunawal
territory. Figure 35 in Chapter 7.3 presents a more evolved manifestation of my empathic
understanding of Ngunawal territory.
Chapter 8 concludes my thesis by presenting two diagrams (Figures 36 a) and 36 b))
illustrating the synthesis of my emergent methodology with empathic understanding.
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PART 1: METHODOLOGIES
CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW
A narrative of territory, being constituted through a creative tension between
different dimensions and perspectives of reality, is a narrative of interactive space
plus permeable boundaries plus storied lines, which (together) I call a spatial
narrative.
In this chapter I discuss the methodologies that I have used to create a spatial
narrative of Ngunawal territory, in the broader context of academic practice and
theory. I discuss that practice and theory in terms of:
•

spatial narrative, interactive space and the creative tension of my research
project

•

being in interactive space.

SPATIAL NARRATIVE, INTERACTIVE SPACE AND THE CREATIVE TENSION OF
MY RESEARCH PROJECT
The creative tension of the spatial narrative, being itself an interactive space, is more than the
sum total of its parts. The creative tension is generated through juxtaposition. Juxtaposition is
inherent in modern art’s visual exploration of the experience and perception of space.
Juxtaposition challenges the conventions of the realist aesthetics of composition and
placement. In a spatial narrative, as in cubist painting for instance, each element in
juxtaposition maintains its defining characteristics without the merging or the blurring of
distinctions in a dialogue between different dimensions and perspectives. In terms of an
interaction between Ngunawal culture and my own, different aspects of a personal experience
of ecological relationship and the similarities and differences in cultural perception may
permeate each other; however, they are not significantly changed.
The juxtaposition of a spatial narrative creates a dialogue of tensions, even contradictions.
Various physical and abstract, subjective and objective perspectives may be linked through
their placement in close spatial relationship, complemented by the linear connections formed
between them by written interpretative explanations. I have placed personal journal entries
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and creative images, with geographical diagrams and maps, and scholarly references to
people, places and events of the past and the present in overlapping, adjoining, adjacent or
parallel positions in the narrative. Things that may conventionally be classified as opposites,
contradictory, or incoherent can co-exist in the interactive space, contributing to the creative
potential of the overall narrative by producing unexpected directions and outcomes for both
the researcher/author and the audience.
These outcomes are a consequence of juxtaposing different epistemological and ontological
frames of reference as I grapple with a completely new conceptual landscape. I have found
that the process is not about being in any one framework of belief, knowledge or perception,
because the landscape I am exploring is experientially variable and inconsistent. For that
reason, you will find that the literature I use to support my evolving experience and changing
perception will be of diverse origins and sometimes inherently paradoxical. There will be
tensions and contradictions between the underpinning philosophies and theorists I use to
support my arguments. Juxtaposition allows me to create an assemblage to harness that
dynamic tension.
I seek to understand what becomes of the ideas and the perception of self and other in the
context of a variable subjectivity and identity. To do that I have attempted to explore what
happens when what would ordinarily be considered contradictory humanist and ecological
frameworks are juxtaposed in order to generate a creative tension that is more like an
interaction of complementary contrasts.
For example, the boundaries of my established notions of what I believe self and other to be
are challenged by alternative ecological thought. Ecopsychology blurs the boundaries
between human mind, body and environment. Philosophy and ecology are linked and, indeed,
the ecological relationship is sometimes presented as the earth being one integrated thinking,
breathing being (Teilhard de Chardin; Roszak; Wilber); in other more extreme instances of
ecological thought, that notion is extended to perceiving the human mind as nature’s
consciousness (Naess; Abram). The key point here is that ecological thought can include
internal personal experience with its external environmental context. The capacity of ecology
to connect internal personal experience with its external environment is especially important
when researching Ngunawal culture with its strong spiritual links to land and its waters. This
is especially the case when I consider that human values and concerns are projected onto an
environmental context through an Elder’s ecological and spiritual relationship with country.

40

According to Hayward (1994), an ecological approach to research is characterised by its
challenge to the rationality and values associated with narrow empirical concepts. Ecological
thought uses knowledge and value systems that reflect the diversity and complexity in the
relationship between living organisms and their environment, all within the context of a
pluralistic paradigm (Hayward 1994, p23).
Contemporary ecological science, like quantum theory, has rejected the focus on objects using
criteria of ‘simplicity, order and regularity’. Instead, ecology perceives objects in terms of
‘events and field patterns’ in the context of a comprehensive system of continuously moving
energy. The object is ‘a momentary configuration, a local perturbation, in an energy field’
(Hayward 1994, p29). This notion of a continuum of objects in an energy field can be equated
with the interrelationship of personal experience and external environment that constitutes the
Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.
By using an ecological approach to exploring the socio-cultural landscape, human
consciousness, physical matter, nature and cultural society are perceived as being all part of a
single enmeshed network, and subject to the same ‘biological rhythms’ (Hayward 1994, p30).
The values that emerge from this perspective of ecological thought, says Hayward, challenge
the dualistic separation of the human and environmental perspectives of an ecological
relationship to follow the more ‘dialectical view of the mediations between science and
values, reason and nature’ that he believes are required (Hayward 1994, p52). Hayward also
says that ecological values are based on principles of harmonious relationship with nature.
This means that all living things in the natural world are valued as a central part of the energy
system,1 above and beyond economic and legal worth (Hayward 1994, p51).
However, problems emerge from trying to impose harmonious ‘naturalism in a social sphere’
(Hayward 1994, p50). There are inherent tensions when humanism meets naturalism
(Hayward 1994, p51), for example, balancing the ethics of human interest with environmental
ethics (Hayward 1994, p54). The relatively recent interpretation of ecological thought, over
the past 50 years or so, has focused on the interaction itself within the people/environment
relationship. Knowledge, understanding and values emerge from the sociologicalenvironmental interaction both in terms of how people affect the environment and how the
environment (not just the natural environment) affects social behaviour and culture.

1

Refer to the work of Roszak – Gaia Theory, Teilhard De Chardin, Naess, Wilber, among others.
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Historical ecology discusses this interaction across space and through time in terms of the
effects of the social/cultural/environmental tension manifesting as a created or cultural
landscape (Crumley 1994). Political ecology looks at the political, economic and social
factors as they effect the formation of the cultural landscape (Greenberg & Park 1994).
Symbolic ecology looks at cultural changes to natural ecosystems, discussing the influence of
ideology in shaping the landscape (Descola 1996). The character of the socio-cultural
landscape features and the social and cultural objects recognised by these different ecological
perspectives act as recognisable, tangible symbols of the social conditions, cultural actions
and the ideologies that produced them.
This social/cultural/environmental tension influences consciousness, ways of knowing,
understanding and values, to change the perception of a natural landscape to that of a sociocultural one, which can be useful for reviewing empirical thinking about the connection
between people and their environment. However, consciousness in the realm of ecology is
fraught with argument.2
A rationalist/subjectivist tension in ecological thinking, for instance, can be illustrated by the
differences between social ecology and deep ecology as proponents Bookchin (1987 (2004))
and Naess (2006) articulate them.3 Social ecology, according to Bookchin, recognises human
society as a unique product of the natural evolution of life. The uniqueness, he says, is due to
the perception of ‘human consciousness as a medium for the self-reflective role of human
thought as nature rendered self-conscious… (Bookchin 2004, paragraph 34).’4 Bookchin’s
approach is from the point of view of a rationalist, where people are the rational
consciousness of nature, as it were. For Naess (1973), deep ecology presents ‘a philosophy of
ecological harmony or equilibrium’, an ‘ecosophy’ that is global in character and blends
ecological, social, political and ethical considerations. Naess sees our unique position as being
able to ‘feel and understand life’ which means that we have an ethical obligation to protect it
in a way that allows all organisms to achieve their full potential value in the natural world.
People are the moral conscience of the biosphere. His is not so much a sociological
relationship as a biological one, based on a type of ‘animistic communion’ along the lines of

2

Refer to Chapter 1 of Hayward (1994) regarding revisiting Enlightenment arguments using an ecological approach.
Ecofeminist theory formed a third facet of the debate by introducing the ethics and politics of mutuality that has been
developed by feminist thinkers.
4
Here Bookchin refers to a heavy influence on social ecology of the critical approach of the Frankfurt School (paragraph 62).
3
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the Gaia Hypothesis (Roszak 1994),5 and a paradigm of ‘self-realisation’ (Naess 1973, p96;
Sawyer 2005, paragraph 7). Be it the rationalist’s self-reflection or a type of animistic selfrealisation, the cultural context is about the interconnectedness of human consciousness with
its environment.
Ecopsychology blends the approaches of Bookchin and Naess at a personal psychological
level of interconnection with the environment. According to Roszak (1994), ecopsychology
focuses its attention where the human consciousness interconnects with Gaia, believing that
human consciousness is as much a part of the ‘planetary web’ as the physical aspects of the
human organism (Roszak 1994, paragraph 52). It is through ecopsychology that ecology is
connected with personal perception, based on the ‘assumption that, at its deepest level, the
psyche is sympathetically bonded to the earth’ (Roszak 1994, paragraph 53). Roszak says that
the existence of this bond must be considered when we examine our emotionally driven
relationships with our environment. Ecopsychology proposes that our interactions with the
natural environment reflect our ‘unconscious needs and desires’. These interactions can be
analysed as we would our dreams and hallucinations ‘to learn about our deep motivations,
fears and hatreds’ (Roszak 1994, paragraph 54). Roszak’s view of this ‘intersection of the
mind’ is a pluralist’s one ‘that blends science and myth, fact and feeling, objective accuracy
and subjective conviction’ (Roszak 1994, paragraph 52 & 58).
The nature of the reality that ultimately emerges from the complex interaction that
ecopsychology provides is elaborated on by transpersonal psychology. Fox (1991) suggests
that the sense of reality that emerges from our personal relationship with our environment, as
the relationship of self to the external world, is the result of an active rather than passive
‘everyday perception’. ‘Our nervous system actively constructs the sensory information that it
receives’. Reality then is an actively built-up presentation rather than a passive reflection of
our personal interrelationship with our environment. Fox says that reality is defined by
structures of understanding based on ‘what is truly real and what really exists’ (Fox 1991,
paragraphs 1-2). He says that it is becoming increasingly clear that such truth is ultimately
based on ‘continuity ontology’, which refers to a ‘continuous or connected whole’.
Everything is ‘held or bound together’ in ways that can be understood by the ecological

5

Roszak explains Gaia to be the hypothesis put forward in the 1960s by the chemist James Lovelock and microbiologist
Lynn Margulis that the planet was one single ecological system in which the environment and living organisms worked in a
creative partnership. When living organisms emerged on the planet, their environment affected them as much as they affected
their environment.
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symbol of a ‘web’ and by the evolutionary symbol of a ‘developing organism – especially a
tree’ (Fox 1991, paragraphs 6 & 19).6
The field of transpersonal studies supplies an integral approach to studying the cultural
experience and perception of the ecological interaction, at the same time, reflecting the holism
of ecology. Zimmerman (2004) says, while agreeing with ‘post-modernism’s deconstruction
of natural science’s belief that only science can generate valid truth claims’, integral ecology
does not accept ‘post modernism’s problematic denial of all hierarchy in connection with
truth claims’. Instead, integral ecology accepts that ‘some truth claims are better – more
inclusive, more comprehensive, more insightful, more generative – than others’ (Zimmerman
2004, p6). Integral ecologists aiming to produce ‘inclusive modes of interpretation’ and
‘multifaceted solutions’ do so by addressing problems from ‘many different perspectives’
(Zimmerman 2004, p19).
In transpersonal terms, according to Wilber (1998),7 an integral approach combines ‘matter,
body, mind, soul and spirit’ as they represent the different levels of existence studied in
physics, biology, psychology, theology and mysticism. Each of these levels has four
dimensions: individual (single) or collective (plural) form, and internal awareness of the here
and now (subjective) or external awareness (objective). These dimensions constitute
aesthetics, ethics and truth. In other words each level of existence should be studied in terms
of art, morals and science (Wilber 1998, pp102-103). Anderson, Braud and Valle (1996) say
that ‘Trans’, in transpersonal, means both ‘beyond’ and ‘through’. There is an interconnection
through the different parts of an individual, between the individual and someone else and with
nature as a single ecological system, of which they all are a part. There is a strong emphasis
on the study of interconnectedness between people and animate and inanimate things
(Anderson, Braud & Valle 1996, p4).
Integral practice is based on the ‘idea to simultaneously exercise all of the major capacities
and dimensions of the human bodymind – physical, emotional, mental, social, cultural,
spiritual’ (Wilber 1998, p105) Integral methods of inquiry recognise the multiple variables
found in the different levels and dimensions of existence or being and provide more

6

According to Fox, this continuity ontology follows a course of understanding between a dualistic understanding where
everything is defined as separate entities and a mystical understanding of everything being experienced in terms of ‘identity
or sameness’ so that the ultimate experience of the ‘self-world’ relationship is as pure consciousness.
7
Wilber is a founder of transpersonal psychology and is one of the most popular of present-day integral thinkers. He is
responsible for designing a comprehensive model of human growth and development and has formulated a theoretical system
that recognises the essence of Eastern and Western, ancient and modern consciousness. Refer to Wilber (1998) for a brief
overview of his work.
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comprehensive results to problems by using alternative approaches of study. The integral
approach is the result of comparing the study of humans as it has been, and is now, done in
various cultures over time. The integral approach accepts that each culture has its own set of
truths, but these truths can only be partial because they do not contain the truths of each other
culture. Rather than judging one better at the expense of the rest, the integral approach treats
them all as part of something else. Wilber asks, ‘if everybody is right, that is, everybody has
an important, if partial, truth’, how can all of those truths be integrated together (Crittenden
2004, p4)?
The ways of knowing territory communicated by a Ngunawal Elder are based on a
transforming self in relationship with a changing other, both personal and environmental, and
are conceived in a world that is always changing - geologically, emotionally and
conceptually. My focus is on the creative potential of an interaction between humanist and
ecological thought of an individual-in-their-environment, not on an emergent individual as a
self-contained phenomenon. For that reason I have explored what happens when an ecological
relationship between self and other is challenged by postmodern/poststructural understandings
of identity, subjectivity and self.
What happens when I perceive the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape as an assemblage of
juxtaposing elements - these being what I understand to be the original ecological
environment, and the subsequent cultural infrastructure, artefacts, attitudes, practices and
behaviour - in a context of social relationship? My own culture divides the ‘natural’, ‘social’
and ‘cultural’ elements of an ecological relationship into competing and sometimes opposing
interests, the dualistic categories of people and environment. However, under Don and Ruth’s
guidance, I have come to see that natural, social and cultural elements of ecological
relationship are inseparable and interconnected categories; the boundaries between them are
uncertain and indistinct, even permeable.
Prior to my work with the Elders, I generally understood people and environment to influence
one another, but that they remained essentially separate. On the one hand, I thought of the
Oaks Estate landscape as having been fundamentally influenced by its ‘natural’ ecological
base-layer. On the other, I experienced the landscape in terms of a historical layering of
visible land use characteristics that had reshaped the original ‘natural’ environment. I then
went on to combine archaeology, history and ethnography to interpret Oaks Estate as a
cultural landscape by focusing on sequences of cultural layering in a context of social
(including economic) and environmental change. Using an archaeological framework I
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perceived the landscape as a cultural matrix, divided three-dimensionally into different,
concentric but interacting, ideological spheres.
The political sphere, concerning the practice and rhetoric of people participating directly in an
ecological relationship, is the most tangible and able to be directly experienced and explicitly
recorded, having been lived in the present.
Within that sphere is the historical one, which consists of the formation patterns and
characteristics of land use and associated activity reflecting the social/economic principles
and community attitudes and interests shaping their relationship with their environment. The
patterns and characteristics of history are initially less tangible yet are ultimately perceivable.
They depend on the capacity of the cultural markers of material infrastructure and artefacts,
visual and written record and the spoken word to anchor people, places and events into the
stratigraphy and landscape of a particular space and time.
Probably the least tangible of the three spheres yet implicitly at the centre of each of the
previously mentioned is the symbolic sphere. Symbolism encapsulates the intentions of the
belief, knowledge and value systems of the ecological relationship in which people participate
and determines how their actions and the landscape they create may be perceived as
statements of philosophical, spiritual, aesthetic and moral ideals.
I found that in a three-dimensional framework, space, time and form (Knapp 1997, p1) could
supply the tools to identify the key markers of social, cultural and environmental change.
Following the archaeologist Knapp (1997, p2), I focused on the idea of an integrated
landscape and the social, spatial and ideological factors that influenced the history of its
formation. I bore in mind, however, that ideology is a cultural adaptation and should be seen
in the context of the social system of relations that drives it (Leone 1978, p27). Borrowing a
method that the archaeologist Trigger (1978, p115) identified, social systems of relations
(incorporating economic and community aspirations) become a framework by which culture
can be viewed. When viewed as a socio-cultural landscape, because of their close interaction,
neither environmental nor cultural aspects of the landscape are perceived in isolation from
their social context.
With this added complexity, the archaeologist, the historian and the ethnographer have to deal
with situations in which there is more going on than meets the eye. For example, I have on a
few occasions been invited to walk with Don and Ruth on meetings with consulting
archaeologists and heritage officers about the potential conservation of a cultural site. More
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than once Don and Ruth had identified an arrangement of stones on the ground as a burial
site. Ngunawal people do not openly discuss burials and, so, not much was said other than the
circle of stones or the wave-like line of stones signified a burial.
The archaeologist, conscious of an urbanised or semi-rural setting and presuming a disturbed
environment, would note the arrangement but, with a lack of documentation and empirical
evidence, the site was simply recorded for posterity and rarely verified one way or the other.
With emphasis on empirical evidence and historical documentation or, in this case, the lack of
it, together with the presiding doubt of authenticity in urbanised or semi-urbanised
community contexts, if there were no obvious signs of interment, little weight was given to
Don and Ruth’s ‘unsubstantiated’ claims. However, I do not recall anyone ever asking what
Don and Ruth had meant when they used the term ‘burial’. I know that birthplaces and burial
sites of family members are important features defining the social and cultural spaces of
territory. The symbolic arrangement of stones meant more than, or something other than, the
Christian concept of burial and interment. Without a direct link between physical cultural
evidence and Don and Ruth’s emotional or spiritual attachment to the stone arrangement,
those intangible aspects of social relationship and kinship could not be proven, and were often
omitted from the cultural record.
By omitting the intangible aspects of Don and Ruth’s interaction with the stone arrangement
(even if the arrangement were to be ultimately proven to have nothing to do with a burial, in
any sense of the word), I think the consultant’s final report, as a cultural statement, indicates
more about the ideology, attitudes and practices of heritage analysis than it does about the
culture it was designed to analyse. Yet such reports are what usually provide the pattern of
assumptions for the next cultural heritage survey, despite having missed an opportunity of
either mapping the process of the Ngunawal cultural response or appreciating why an
arrangement of stones was its subject.
I am conscious of the fact that, like the heritage consultants I just referred to, I am part of that
same creative tension between ideological spheres, sequences of environmental and social
history and the lived experience of cultural practice. Working with Don and Ruth I am
working in a variable hybrid reality in which I should not separate the natural and cultural
environment from social relationships or from the cultural statements (my own and those of
the Elders) that both shape and reflect an interaction between them. Nor can I make a reality
that is comprised of various perceived landscapes and environmental histories align into a
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coherent narrative sequence (two or three-dimensionally) without filling in the gaps, in some
way, with some form of metaphorical narrative.
The continuities and discontinuities, false starts and disruptions, interacting patterns of social
and cultural artefacts, actions and events that characterise the layering of people and objects in
their environment could be mapped as a matrix perhaps. However, there is more than a
tangible sequence to be accounted for if I am to successfully communicate how those various
aspects work together, in order to reconceptualise Ngunawal territory as interactive space.
The role of my spatial narrative, therefore, is to form a coherent explanation and interpretation
of a seemingly incoherent juxtaposition of disparate tangible and intangible aspects of reality.
I found my existing approach to be inadequate and able to do little more than make territory
and its narrative perceivable as a three-dimensional place of interaction. I wanted to
understand and make visible the creative tensions inherent in arriving at a sense of territory as
an interactive space that was outside the language of tangible cultural symbols. For instance,
what happens between people and environment in interactive space to make it a generative
space of creative tension? How did those tensions turn situated knowledge into a concept of
territory? What was going on to change a space of ecological interests and attachment into a
place of ecological self-identification?
Somerville (2010), having thought about the multiple levels of meaning of place, says that
‘space and place are so deeply implicated in one another it is impossible to consider one
without the other’ (Somerville 2010, p327). ‘Place is productive as a framework because it
creates a space between grounded physical reality and the metaphysical space of
representation’ (Somerville 2010, p330). Like Somerville I arrived at this point, only in
reverse. I have found that places are created in the interactive space between grounded
physical reality and metaphysical space of representation, by the spatial dialogue enabled
through the co-existence of both those different facets/aspects of reality. For me it is a type of
chicken and egg problem. Recognising that both places and spaces exist and allowing them to
interact is the key issue. The lack of formal structure in interactive space avoids the need to
initially understand what a place is, particularly when that place exists outside the range of my
previous experience and perception.
Again, and as Somerville has found, in my own experience of working in the interactive space
between archaeologists and Ngunawal people a spatial dialogue can be generated between
different ways of knowing our world and our being in it, on both a local and global scale.
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Personal knowledge of where we live and what we know of it is viewed against research
theory, method and data and storied lines of local, regional and national Aboriginal Australian
narrative networks (Somerville 2010, p331).
‘Place has the potential to offer alternative storylines about who we are in the places where
we live and work in an increasingly globalised world’ (Somerville 2010, p331). For example,
in the cultural survey of the rural property of ‘Melrose Valley’ that I conducted in 2003-2004
and discuss in later chapters, Initially, I began walking the landscape simply to see what was
there. As I walked and started to connect my various experiences of the natural and sociocultural environment with the literature of the reading that those experiences stimulated, the
following rationale emerged as a kind of metaphorical representation, a storied line of the
archaeology as it were (Somerville 2010, p330), of local and global occurrences. From the
‘Melrose Valley’ survey:
Dr. Josephine Flood (2003) has stated that sites should be regarded in relation to the
question of why they are located where they are. For example, the ethnographic
record shows that possums were prevalent in the trees around the Birrigai rock
shelter in the mid 1980s. But at 21,000 years, the date of first occupation of the site,
the environment of the region was that of treeless plains, meaning no trees and no
possums, and prompting a question about what people were doing at Birrigai 700m
above present day sea level? Therefore it is important to map sites spatially to
understand the pattern of ethnographic land use before temporal investigation can
meaningfully test current archaeological models of the region. Such mapping of sites
should note directional and contour aspects as an indication of possible seasonal
usage (Flood, J. pers. comm., 6 December 2003). The ANUTECH Pty Ltd (1984, pp
16-17) survey of South Tuggeranong Valley report results show that environmental
areas of “flat, horizontal ground at a median elevation in relation to surrounding
terrain” had the most Aboriginal archaeological potential. The report also refers to
the research of Flood (1980), Attenbrow and Hughes (1983), Koettig (1981), Witter
(1980) and Barz and Winston-Gregson (1981) for contextual regional information.
This information suggests that there may be ‘micro-regional variations in the
archaeology of the southern tablelands’ and that evidence of this should be confirmed
by ‘in-depth study of a micro-region’ particularly concerning the location of sites in
relation to water sources and site aspect and elevation (ANUTECH Pty Ltd 1984,
p18). However, when dealing at a micro scale, local events will have a larger impact
on the archaeological interpretation of a place than at a larger scale (refer to
Dincauze 2000, pp198-200). Therefore, it will be important to note evidence of
palaeoenvironments through recording geomorphology, remnant vegetation, fauna,
local climate conditions and water drainage at each site or immediate surrounding
environment.
It is equally important to understand local Aboriginal cultural practice and ideology
in relation to the palaeoenvironment. Some land use such as pathways, ideologically
significant vistas, vegetation, landforms and activities are archaeologically invisible
in that they leave no physical evidence behind. Investigating this social dimension of
a landscape is reliant on knowledge of the past landscape and community values of
the time. This can largely be obtained ethnographically from historic journals,
through surface finds and by talking with descendants of local early settlers and
Elders of relevant Aboriginal communities. In this case the local Aboriginal tribe was
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the Ngunawal people but the region is generally understood to also be at a junction of
Ngrio (Ngarigo) and Walgulu and to be a meeting place. Pathways, therefore, were
significant as people moved from place to place. As Moore (2003) has said, sites
reflect their significance in the management of Country, that is, their location in
relation to boundaries, level of business carried on there, and protocols of land care
including responsibilities to threatened species, and understanding soil types (Moore
2003). Pathways may be a means of access across the region or, in the case of the
main ranges visible from ‘Melrose Valley’, as a link to major spiritual centres and
gathering places in the Snowy Mountains (Mason, R. pers. comm. 7 December
2003).
For Aboriginal culture there are inextricable links between sacred and secular
landscape values, for example, trees and contrasting mountain peaks, pathways etc.
Objects retain the power of the place in which they were produced or brought from.
Stone arrangements, burial mounds, rock crystals and rock art all serve to mark
significant places and grinding grooves may be found in association with a
significant natural feature, yet other suitable rock has not been used in other places
(Boot 2003). Open sites such as stone artefact scatters should be perceived in the
context of knowing that Aboriginal people always did things with a witness. It may
be the spirits of a mountain, the water, the flowers. Therefore, a scatter will be related
to other landscape features by story and association (Mason, R. pers. comm. 7 Dec
2003). Put into the local context Ngunawal Dreaming refers to people emerging from
the earth from their origins beneath the rocks (Bell, D. pers. comm.).

Reconceptualising territory as interactive space recognises and uses the creative tension
between the things I could see, hear and touch, as indicated in the above rationale, and things
I could not. The things I cannot see, hear or touch permeate the absolute boundaries of the
physical environment in an ecological interaction of human, animal and plant life cycles and
geological time frames, sometimes existing outside the language of the physical, the
measurable or even the presentable. Interactive space is situated as territory by an extensive
range and scale of experiences and associations that people have with their environment and
with each other, individually and collectively.
Those experiences and associations will be the basis of emotional and spiritual attachment,
and relationships of trust and fear, as well as of planning for the future and for the wellbeing
of people, environment and country. While culture will determine how these aspects manifest
as ideas and concepts shaping experience and perception, all of these primal senses and
drivers are outside the tactile or cultural realm, highlighting the need to adapt research
methodologies. The archaeologist Lewis Binford, for instance, said that artefacts that we find
in the landscape have the potential to reflect any of the levels of the society they are the
product of, they carry with them aspects of economic, social and ideological meanings (Leone
1978, p26) and, in most respects, speaking ethnographically, I think that this is also true of
people-in-their-environment.
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In terms of the survival of people-in-their environment, Dincauze (2000) says that ‘Society is
a requirement of all contemporary human life … it [can be taken] for granted throughout
human past, and perhaps should [be taken] … as a fourth basic need’ (Dincauze 2000, p6).
The others are food, shelter and reproduction. The inclusion of the social dimension, as well
as the cultural and environmental, in analysing the formation processes of a particular
environment as territory, for instance, immediately weakens and, at times, eliminates
boundaries in the relationship between the past and the present and contributes to a sense of
continuity. As someone from the present can form interests and attachments to someone,
something or events of the past, interactive space obviates the permanent dislocation of linear
time that occurs through the displacement of a subject, be that an object or a person, from a
place.
Introducing the concept of interactive space provides for what the Annales historian Marc
Bloch (1967 (1959) calls the ‘metamorphosis of social structures, economy, beliefs, mental
attitude’. That metamorphosis does not conform to a precise chronological ordering or unit of
physical measurement without distorting the perception of the spatial (practical/political),
temporal (historical) and ideological (symbolic) dimensions of the socio-cultural landscape
(Bloch 1967 (1959), p43). Each unit of analysis is best adapted to the nature of the event. For
example, the organic nature of human or geological time will never conform to the
consistency of clock time. Historical [and archaeological] analysis needs to adapt to the
plasticity of an interactive space of variable rhythms and precincts with broad and unclear
boundaries (Bloch 1967 (1959), p189). In other words, when both social and cultural aspects
are considered in relation to environmental influences, change may not necessarily happen in
a linear way, nor may it occur in every dimension equally. The analysis of subjects (people,
environments and artefacts) of the past should take into account that we are seeing the past
within the limits of our understanding of the present circumstances, and that our present
circumstances may not be a direct linear result, or may even be a distortion, of the past. The
different stories that people tell about their experience and their view of the world combine to
form narratives [storied lines of connection] that serve as interpretive models as well as
illuminate the variability within sequences of experiences (Ricoeur 1977, pp17-19).
An anthropological and ethnographic approach to time [and space] means that, in the words
of Geertz, ‘symbolic structures’ or models can be developed that reflect the cultural
organization of a society. However, awareness that people experience time [and space] in
different ways suggests that any analysis of social and environmental relationships, objects
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and events should guard against ethnocentric bias (Ricoeur 1977, p19). For instance, the view
of a single dimensional, ‘rectilinear historical’ time, that travels in a single direction and
underlies ‘modern’ thought, differs immensely to the cyclical concept of time that is modelled
on natural rhythms and is generally applied to cultures which existed previously, such as
traditional Aboriginal Australian cultures (Gadamer 1977, pp36-37). The way we classify
societies will determine how we present their time and understand what went on or was
produced in a particular place.
An economic classification such as ‘pre-colonial’, ‘pre-industrial’ or ‘rural’, for instance, is
consistent with the fact that traditional societies, such as that which underpins the society of
the Ngunawal Elders, are generally understood as ‘preoccupied with the present’, living in the
here and now of an individual’s everyday experience. Society is characterised by the past in a
way such that there is no change to ancestral tradition, no invention or developmental
progress. However, as Adam (1995, p37) points out, evidence of ‘myths, religious beliefs, the
relationship to birth and death, and the creation of tools, artefacts and architecture’ suggests
that these societies regarded time as something that extended beyond the natural cycles or an
individual’s life span. Recognising the role of belief in the supernatural in all of this joins
time with timelessness. The tangible unites with the intangible. The bringing together of these
two times-scales (as in my concept of interactive space) results in the unity of the material and
the spiritual, the past and present, time and space (Hama 1977, p172).
In present-day economic terms the natural rhythms of pre-industrial society have been
engulfed by time perceived in terms of the clock, bound up in legitimised power, authority
and money. In the experience of the working time of women as wives, mothers and paid
workers, for instance, an organic notion of the working time and space of creation and
creativity is challenged by industrial concepts of production and productivity. In my own
experience as a woman trying to combine multiple work times, there are blurred boundaries
between public and private time, maternal or female time (pregnancy, birthing, lactating,
menopause), and caring, household and volunteer time (Adam 1995, p45). There is a tension
between the priorities of an organically creative social space and those of an economically
structured one.
In the context of the interactive space of mind, body and environment, and with reference to
health, life and death, Adam further adds, ‘the rhythms of the environment and body are
inseparable from human being, from well-being and from everyday social life’. How we
evolve and develop is supported by the rhythmic cycles that pass through our lives: ‘Day and
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night, the tide, moons and seasons; place us on earth and in particular regional locations, our
various bodily rhythms of chemical and neuronal changes, reproductive cycles, and the more
remote seasonal and climatic changes’ (Adam 1995, p45). These cycles operate on
simultaneous personal (local) and global scales.
However, the general view of an individual’s place in the world has changed significantly
from that held before the Enlightenment, which was the beginning of rationalism and
encouraged the rise of empiricism. Knowledge was subjective, relative to the individual
making an observation, and the human body was central in the scheme of things. The
development of rationalism, empiricism and modernist theory has meant that the person is no
longer central, the world is objectified, the individual is isolated (perhaps even displaced), and
the multiplicity of the experience of events is reduced to measurable quantities of space and
time often removed from their context (Adam 1995, p131). In an objectified world, the
researcher’s experience is of a conscious self, separate from environment, perceived as
empirically self-contained, a principled framework of thought and practice that is a part of the
multiplicity of occurrences and contexts, with no sense of place.
Recalling my earlier comments on the inseparability of cultural statements from the people
making them, or more importantly, from the social contexts and environmental influences
affecting both, it seems sensible to counter empirical isolation in the interest of moving away
from being the appropriating observer of another’s culture. The ethnographic lens should
focus on the researcher as self-in-their-environment (the interactive space of Ngunawal
culture and my own). I should also be trying to understand the processes of personal thought
and practice that shaped the research environment, because thought and practice influences
both sides of the magnifying glass or tape recorder.
As a further entry point of an ecological identification with territory, for example, both my
personal and researcher perspectives come into play in a social relationship with Don and
Ruth. To further complicate things, that interplay involves social engagement with the
environment of the territory that Don and Ruth perceive as theirs, and the natural and sociocultural features and objects of that environment. The social engagement involves personal
and researcher perspectives of an ecological relationship, thus confirming both the importance
of the individual in the research equation and the inseparability of personal and researcher
perspectives from their environmental context.
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However, being an individual who sits on the edge of the Ngunawal community I am also
aware that there will be critical knowledge and perception that I will not initially see, feel or
know how to experience, having not previously been a part of the community or the culture
by which it was generated. That knowledge and perception is what I refer to as ‘the
intangibles’, below, and in later chapters.
Learning to recognise and work with the intangibles raises the question of ownership of
socially constituted knowledge generated through the research process. That issue becomes a
dilemma when I acknowledge my position as being a non-Aboriginal researcher working with
an Aboriginal Australian community. I recognise a tentative positioning of my research in
terms of postcolonialism; for example, concerning the centricity of a socially dominant
research and ethnological culture (Said 1980); or the ability to transcend the ethnic or racial
origins of our social and cultural differences (Fanon 1986); and in destabilising the binary
oppositions of race, society and culture (Bhabha 1994). However, while at times I may share
concerns with these postcolonial theorists, I do not restrict my engagement with the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape to a conceptual level or to the terms of postcolonial theory. Indeed,
the dilemma of ownership is exacerbated when socially constituted knowledge is divided,
presented as categories of knowledge and separated from experience by the terms of rival
theories situated in an environment of sometimes apparently irreconcilable differences of
perception (Ryle 1954, pp1-14).
By addressing the problem of presenting knowledge and perception I seek to resolve the
dilemma. Rather than working with conceptual differences of definition in the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape I focus on broad philosophies and the conceptualisation of socially
constituted knowledge. Learning through the changing experience of different ways of
knowing the socio-cultural landscape, and communicating a transformed perception as a
metaphor of descriptive narrative are the keys. However, the description, the narrative and the
metaphor embedded in my presentation are not intended to depict either a universal meaning,
or an essential transformation of knowledge or practice in the Ngunawal socio-cultural
landscape.
With a focus on the intangibles that I perceive in the Ngunawal community context, as an
empathic researcher, it is my responsibility to remain critically self-aware in the research
process. I need to remain conscious of prejudicing or marginalizing any one form of
knowledge or practice, either Ngunawal or my own, conceptual or experiential. Rather than
follow the presuppositions of applied theory, which might pre-empt the unknown, I will

54

consider my research environment in critical terms, as an alternative, transformative space in
which to reconceptualise the basis of my methodological values.
I am working with something that I perceive as intangible, in the Ngunawal community
context. This means that I am working with something that I can perceive but, initially, I can
neither see or hear nor touch, nor can I make it visible, heard or felt. The intangible remains
an abstract concept unless I experience something, either practically or conceptually.
Understanding the intangibles that I perceive is a changing process that is socially constituted
through dialogue between subjective and abstract knowledge. The nature of this dialogue
resembles an exchange between practical and conceptual processes of knowledge creation. It
is a juxtaposition of different ways of, or bases for, knowing (epistemology) and
understanding differences in how we perceive and classify what we each believe to exist
(ontology).
While I approach the intangibles of Ngunawal territory as an epistemological problem about
different sources of knowledge, it could also be perceived as an ontological one about the
nature of the spatial experience of permeable boundaries between people and environment. I
can move beyond a separation of Ngunawal ways of knowing from my own. Being an
interaction of the personal and environmental, the experience of these different senses of
space is unique to each individual. Thus, while I can see what people are doing in their
environment and hear the words that they are using to describe their perception of it, I cannot
know the process of interaction of an individual with their environment as it is experienced in
the first person. I cannot know how interactive space is experienced, other than by
rationalised observation. The logical progression of researching this interaction is a selfcentred approach that is also environmentally centred. My presentation of an interaction of
personal and environmental space, for my purposes as an empathic researcher, should be
about the juxtaposition of Ngunawal ways of knowing with my own.
In working with Ngunawal ways of knowing I am also conscious of the fact that the
researcher brings with them ‘a way of thinking and describing their work’ when confronted
with ‘alien worlds’ … so that ‘social action in one world makes sense from the point of view
of another’ (Agar 1986, pp12-14). Recognising the existence of the intangibles is what
generates the perception of Ngunawal culture as an alien world.

55

BEING IN INTERACTIVE SPACE
Ethnographic techniques are about encountering the unfamiliar world, such as the one that
includes the intangibles of Ngunawal culture, and entering a deep engagement with that other
world through writing. I use writing, because it is the basis of my own language and culture
and it is useful in forming and communicating linear connections between different thoughts
and ideas. But, to complement and support my writing, I also use creative imagery of the
visual arts to empathise with the oral and visual base of Ngunawal culture and the spatial
reasoning of their ecological relationship.
The juxtaposition that characterises spatial narrative is suited to a creative tension that I
perceive between both written and visual forms of logic and expression. New knowledge and
perception will be socially constituted through different frames of meaning being brought into
tension in an interaction between three broad perspectives: those of Don and Ruth, as
Ngunawal Elders, my academic audience, and myself, as researcher. Communicating that
creative tension will depend on my interpretive abilities as intermediary between the subject
and the audience (Agar 1986, p19).
Not appropriating Ngunawal culture means that neither Don and Ruth, nor their culture and
territory are the explicit subject of the narrative; however, they provide the context. The
transference of what is known and how I perceive things to be is not just about my
interpretative abilities; it also concerns representation. With an eye on mediation rather than
appropriation, the subject of the spatial narrative becomes interactive space itself, presented as
the experience and perception of an intermediary self-in-their-environment.
Being intermediary in an interactive space of an integrated human/environmental context
(Ngunawal ‘other’ is people and geology and biological environment), ‘self’ is uncertain and
does not exist as an independent entity. Providing an academic perspective to that situation,
Davies (2004, pp3-9) talks of self as a poststructural process of becoming ‘other’, including
animal and environmental other. Multiplicity and plurality characterise how ‘coming into
being’ is presented each time self is visualised, spoken or written into existence. Self is
reflexively constituted within (not preceding) spatial dialogue and cultural practice (Davies
2004, p3; Somerville 2010, p340) – something that I think parallels Ngunawal ways of
speaking, performing, feeling and thinking territory and country into existence.
As intermediary self in interactive space it is useful to remember that I am not independent of
the spatial dialogue of social, cultural and environmental structures and processes from which
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I, or my position as researcher, have been constituted (Davies 2004, p4). Critical selfawareness is required as the emphasis of my spatial narrative shifts between what I learn from
watching others and what I learn from participating as self with others. A reflexive movement
places more emphasis on integrating subjective experience and the process of creating a
narrative about the experience into the abstract conceptual process that follows.
Alternative reflexive ethnographies, such as autoethnography (Ellis 2004, pp45-52), talk
about the development of reflexive writing (and imagery), motivated by the recognition of
ethnography’s limited ability to present knowledge of another’s world simply by writing on
participant observation. A change to an emphasis on ‘observation of participation’ coincided
with what was called a crisis of representation and an increase in the number of ethnographic
researchers who share some aspect of the history of the culture being researched (Ellis 2004,
pp46, 50-51). While my research approach is about the observations of reflexive participation
in the Ngunawal cultural context you will notice that there are no human participants explicit
in my narrative, other than myself.
Reflexive ethnographies generally use the life stories of a selected culture or sub-culture to
look more deeply into the interaction between self and other. The researcher’s personal
experience is important in providing insights into that culture and how the researcher changed
as a result of observing others. Reflexive ethnography covers a range of approaches
sometimes beginning with the author/researcher’s own life story. Other approaches may
include the researcher’s life story studied in parallel with the life stories of other participants,
as a type of spatial narrative of different perspectives, or may focus on the researcher’s own
efforts in doing the research (Ellis 2004, pp46-47).
Reflexive ethnographers ideally use all their senses, their bodies, feelings, and their
whole being – they use self to learn about the other, and they use their experiences in
other worlds to reflect critically on their own (Ellis 2004, p48).

I have, in a very limited way, experienced some of the most recent post-colonial history of the
Ngunawal community and I am conscious of Ngunawal politics, history and ideology, yet it is
not appropriate that I write about my engagement in the Ngunawal community in a way that
explicitly discusses Ngunawal territory or culture. Not ignoring our colonial past, I
acknowledge how my existing knowledge and practice has been previously shaped by it and
open myself to new ways of knowing and perceiving Ngunawal territory and culture as a
response. The movement and change in my own experience and perception is used as an
integral part of a continuum of a lived history of Ngunawal territory.
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The key challenge, for me, is that in the Ngunawal ecological relationship that constitutes a
concept of territory, self and other are inseparable. How do I reflect that inseparability of self
and other and respectfully talk about their interrelationship as intermediary self, without
appropriating Ngunawal other in the process? How do I focus on communicating my
participation in learning Ngunawal ways of knowing and being in their world while not
intruding into the lives or the history of the Elders and their culture?
Life stories might provide a context for that learning. However, unlike most reflexive
ethnography, I do not use self to ‘study’ other people. I use self to ‘study’ other, which is
environment, more precisely, self-in-environment. Self-in-environment is an interaction that is
both personal and environmental. The spatial narrative I communicate about Ngunawal
territory is not about human-to-human dialogue, but is about the dialogue of ecological
relationship, between human and environment (including the rivers, birds, trees and the rocks
in and of the earth). I work within the Ngunawal ecological relationship of lived history
toward a hybrid perspective of self and other.
Don and Ruth have taught me, and given implicit permission, to trust my own capacity to
know something about Ngunawal territory without their guidance. Having been taught how to
approach Ngunawal territory, the generative space of new knowledge is in the transformative
experience of a process of personal learning. I write in first-person narratives, as well as thirdperson, to encourage a level of intimacy with the reader/my audience, in order to take them
with me while I explore the concepts of interactive space of territory and interpret observed
contextual information. I also use first-person narratives to explain the process of my research
project from an insider’s perspective, after van Mannen’s convention of what is often called
‘confessional tales’ (Goodall 2000, p72).
However, unlike much reflexive ethnography, I try to avoid the tendency to excessive selfconfession in a spatial dialogue with other. While I talk about emotional self, for instance, I
use a comparatively restrained level of emotional self-confession. I place emphasis on
humility not human frailty, displaying empathic involvement without explicit intrusion into
the everyday lives and culture of the community. While I may be personally absorbed in
learning about Ngunawal territory I am not Ngunawal and I do not attempt to write as
someone who was born of that world.
I have been taught by Don and Ruth to take responsibility for my own learning, for what I say
and for how I act to bridge the divide between Ngunawal ways and my own and, through me,
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my audience. The subject of my being and the language that I use to speak and write my
intermediary self into existence is constituted and at the same time limited by the various
dialogues I am able to move within and between (Davies 2000, p60). The language of my
narrative inevitably carries an accumulation of ‘others’ past usages’, but the words and
images that I use ‘are not recitations – rather, they are available fabric with which each person
“does” being a member of the various collectives in which they participate in their own
particular way’ (Davies 2000, p60).
In making the words and images of my narrative my own I recognise that I have to a certain
extent appropriated a collective of implicit rhythms and patterns of Ngunawal ways of
knowing and perception. However, it is the use of those words and images that makes it
possible to take up my intermediary position in a hybridised spatial dialogue with my
audience. My words and images form a base from which I speak. The words and images are
about me as an individual, and about the world that is being spoken of. In a sense I, in
exchange, am appropriated into the collective makeup of that world the moment I add the
words and images to my page (Davies 2000, p61). In taking ownership of what I say and how
I mediate between Ngunawal culture and my own, and subsequently with my audience I take
ownership of the interactive space of the personal and environmental relationship of self and
other that I create and in which I participate. I take ownership of the part of Ngunawal
territory and culture that Don and Ruth gave me permission to explore – the interactive space
of my personal learning.
As intermediary self in an ecological relationship with other I am looking to the creative
potential of interactive space to overcome an otherwise uncertain interpretative divide
between self and other (Davies 2004). In many ways intermediary self personifies the
interpretative divide in the interactive space between self and other, and between subject and
audience. I am simultaneously a barrier, a distraction, a catalyst and an agent of
understanding, and a translator of a hybrid interpretation for my audience, for instance.
Presenting the interactive space between intermediary self, Ngunawal other and my audience
is not about defining intermediary self as an embodied individualised phenomenon (Davies
2010).
Davies (2010) says the ‘creative evolution’ of self in the interactive space between self and
other, the human subject of a generative space of new knowledge, is not about defining
known ‘self-contained human individual’ points of reference. The creative evolution of the
human subject is about asking how the ‘conditions of possibility’ can form, in order for the
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human subject to imagine itself differently to what is already known of who we are and what
we perceive ourselves (and other) to be? The creative potential of intermediary self, and thus
of interactive space, depends on ‘openness to other and the not-yet-known’ (Davies 2010,
p55).
In this way I perceive intermediary self and interactive space to reflect a poststructural
perception of the human subject as self-in-their-environment, something that Davies calls the
‘subject of thought’:
the individualised subject is under erasure, where thought and being are not separate,
and where being is located in multiple subjects – including non-human subjects – the
rower, the boat and the stream are co-implicated in each other (Davies 2010, p56).

The creative potential of the interactive space of self and other is enhanced when self and
other cease to be individualized binary subjects with a self-serving purpose of survival. Self
and other and interactive space are interconnected in a generative hybridity of spatial
dialogue. The capacity of ethical thought and practice in a spatial dialogue between self and
other is less restricted when the dialogue ‘involves listening not just to oneself and the other,
but to the boat, the river, the stars, the changing weather patterns, the waves, and their coimplication in each other’ (Davies 2010, p57). Interactive space is an agency of creation in
which intermediary self is the subject of original creativity rather than being the subject of
established principles of reproduction (Davies 2010, p55). The subject of thought
(intermediary self-in-interactive space) ‘listens to changing, emergent thought and reflects on
it, is integrally co-implicated in it. It is in this capacity to listen to emergent thought that its
agency lies’ (Davies 2010, p57).
I want to ensure that, as an intermediary of emergent thought, neither interactive space nor I
become ‘the place where thought can get stuck inside the already known’ (Davies 2010, p58).
I want to explore different ways of opening up to new ways of being, so as to better
reconceptualise the inseparable self and other of Ngunawal ecological relationship. Interactive
space and intermediary self become multiple points of agency for a shift of subject and a
subjective shift:
toward receptiveness to the not-yet-known (of itself and the other), and toward
emergent possibilities of thought and being where being includes all beings, human,
animal and earth. … It is not enough to decide to be a subject-of-thought; one has to
struggle against oneself, against the normative force of language and everyday
practice (Davies 2010, p58).

In terms of Davies’ subject of thought, interactive space invites a different way of
approaching and thinking about the human subject and subjectivity, using new knowledge
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generated through the experience of an original creative moment to break down both the
conventions of separating the subjects of self and other and how we think and behave toward
those subjects. Intermediary self is inseparable from interactive space, open to difference and
to the other, refraining from categorisation or judgement on the basis of established principled
or moral values or from degrading other. Difference, using Davies’ poststructural perspective,
‘is not a matter of othering through categories and categorization but focussing on emergent
possibilities within the multiplicities of being and knowing’ (Davies 2010, p59).
In poststructural thinking, creative evolution does not spring ready made out of the
brow of the individual thinker; it arises out of emergent Being, out of listening to the
multiplicities of being, out of being open to becoming a place where thought
happens. Thought is an act, a movement, not inseparable from Being, and not
possessed by one individual alone. The thinking of the researcher, in such
explorations in opening up thought, is not directed toward representing the ‘real’. It
begins with a particular case through which the researcher elaborates and explores
thought (Davies 2010, p60).

Intermediary self ‘participates in the unfolding event, and in the evolutionary impulse to
create new possibilities. This is where Davies believes ‘that agency lies, not in individual
wilful acts, but in creative evolution’ (Davies 2010, p59), through the experience of an
original creative moment.
The original creative moment, which I refer to in later chapters as a threshold moment in
interactive space, becomes the alternative (and pivotal) space and time in which the physical
and the metaphorical, and the subjective and the abstract are brought together in creative
tension.
The creative tension may be generated, for example, when the personal and the scholarly
meet. The meeting might take the form of a key word, an action, a symbolic image or a shared
vista, which generates a revelatory premise from which to shift to new ground. This is
something akin to what Denzin and Lincoln (2005) would call ‘moments’ that ‘are themselves
the appearance of new sensibilities, times when qualitative researchers become aware of
issues they had not imagined before’ (Denzin and Lincoln 2005, p1116). I call these threshold
moments to integrate the sense of Heidegger’s (2003, p284) similar term ‘bringing-forth’ and
to avoid confusion with the word ‘moments’ in its ordinary sense.
Like Heidegger’s term ‘bringing-forth’, I intend ‘threshold moments’ to be understood at its
broadest: ‘For every bringing-forth is grounded in revealing’ – an ‘occasioning’ that brings
into presence something that was not previously present. This presence concerns both practice
(‘artistic and poetical bringing into appearance and concrete imagery’) and the growing things
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of nature (the bursting into bloom of a flower). This ‘revealing’ or ‘unveiling’ is about
helping something to arrive, not so much in the sense of create, but in the sense of the
threshold moment that assists a potential form to emerge from its raw material, or to actualise
the meaning of an idea (Heidegger 2003, p284).
What is learnt remains an integral part of the reconceptualisation process of Ngunawal
territory and contributes to the hybridity of the language used to define territory as interactive
space. In that way the threshold moment, what happens in it, and the intermediary self are not
self-contained or isolated from their Ngunawal context or the interactive space of the
reconceptualisation process. I use the spatial narrative to create a further dimension to the
sequence of threshold moments in which I participate, to provide an alternative interactive
space for my audience to engage in the process of making sense of Ngunawal ways of
knowing and perceiving without trespassing into Ngunawal culture.
I use the narrative to communicate the movement and change of practice and thought that I
experience as I explore an ecological relationship between intermediary self and Ngunawal
other. The narrative maps the process of challenging my own conceptual and perceptual
boundaries separating people and environment. Inherent in that challenge is a creative tension
between the binaries of mind and body, people and environment, internal and external,
personal and researcher, space and place. My aim is to take my audience with me, using my
role as intermediary self in the experience of threshold moments to construct storied lines that
connect physical and metaphorical spaces and places of meaning as I reconceptualise the
established boundaries of those binaries (Somerville 2010, pp335-336).
Somerville (2010) refers to a ‘moment of becoming’ (which I have called a threshold
moment) and the generative space of writing and theorising the body as a way of linking body
and place (Somerville 2010, p337). I use a reflexive interaction of writing and imagery for
like reasons, and a comparable idea of focusing on generative space. Somewhat similarly to
an embodied moment of becoming body/place, as in feminist poststructural theory (Davies
2000) to which Somerville refers, my focus is on the embryonic stages of embodiment;
making tangible, through the writing and image making of my spatial narrative, the intangible
interactive space between body and place. I look at the creative tension of the formation
process from which the embodiment of inextricably linked body and place emerges (Davies
2004, p4).
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An interaction of writing and image making that is performed in the original creative
experience of a threshold moment will provide the ‘open-ended open-mindedness’ necessary
when challenging established patterns of thought and practice. I, like Davies, have also found
that my work achieves a greater degree of clarity when writing and imagery about the original
creative experience is reflexively enmeshed with specifically responsive thought. A more
coherent articulation is achieved when it is based on ‘an embodied (rather than abstract)
knowledge of that which is written about’ rather than being pre-empted and guided by
preconceived and possibly redundant assumptions of established disciplines and
methodologies (Davies 2004, p4).
I thus prefer the reflexivity of emergent arts methodology to reflexive ethnographies because
the purpose of emergent arts methods is to create their own reference points for embodied
knowledge. Arts methods can function in the interactive space between self and other,
requiring little more than my solitary self-in- environment with which to reference the
emergent thoughts generated in an original creative moment. Specifically, I use the reflexive
methodology of the exegesis (communicated through my spatial narrative) to create those
reference points.
The exegesis provides the generative space between the practical aspects of creative
experience and reflecting conceptually on what has occurred and was learnt during the
experience to create new knowledge. Writing and imagery are used to cross the interpretive
divide between the audience and an otherwise abstract process of creativity. In the world of
the arts an artwork will be the tangible result of an original creative experience. An artist uses
the exegesis to explain and interpret to an audience the concepts and meanings behind the
artwork, the method of its making, and the materials used, all in the context of the broader
practice and theory of the discipline being exercised.
When working with newly created knowledge and perception coming out of an original
creative experience, the process needs to be mapped. I use a spatial narrative to create storied
lines, mapping the folding, unfolding and enfolding movement that occurs in reflexivity
generated by the exegesis process. The storied lines link various, and seemingly unconnected,
locations, forms and processes. Otherwise the experience, and what emerges from the
experience, has no history and no future, remaining unplaced or even displaced from its wider
context. Both the creative experience and new knowledge generated remain isolated and selfcontained unless they become embodied and emplaced in the broader practice and theory. In
the circumstances of reconceptualising Ngunawal territory there will be no existing points of
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reference or intention for me or for my audience, to relate new manifestations of practical and
conceptual processes as we reorganise our existing systems of knowledge and perception.
New knowledge is created during threshold moments of my experience in an alternative
interactive space between Ngunawal culture and my own. The newly created knowledge is
then fed back into existing ideas, concepts and practices that are influencing me personally
and as researcher. However, the interactive space between the experience of the Ngunawal
ecological relationship and the concept of territory will remain abstract for me and my
audience, despite being supported by subjective experience, unless both the space of
interaction and the place in which it occurs (mind, body or environment) is reconceptualised
in terms of its practical and conceptual Ngunawal context.
Somerville (2010) talks about the learning process associated with interrelated place and
space in terms of methodology needing to ‘encompass the multiple forms in which alternative
representations of place are expressed; and the multiple alternative voices and stories about
any particular place’ (or space of interaction). Like Somerville, I use arts-based methods to
encompass the various forms and dimensions of space/place. ‘The methodology is emergent,
because the emphasis is on undoing dominant stories of place (decolonisation) and the
collective and relational making of new place stories (re-inhabitation)’. The stories describing
threshold moments in interactive spaces are ‘local and responsive’; becoming grounded
places in storied lines. Being both a consequence and a means of connecting original creative
moments, ‘they cannot be pre-empted prior to creating the conditions for their telling; their
emergence is facilitated in the process’ (Somerville 2010, p340).
In the emergent process I, like Somerville, use a temporary suspension or displacement of my
own ways of knowing and perceiving territory, as I explore alternative ways in which to
present, rather than represent, a reconceptualised Ngunawal territory. My spatial narrative
maps the emergent processes organising different threshold moments of interactive space into
a pattern of storied lines interpreting and connecting places that mark practical, emotional and
conceptual movement and change. A new methodology becomes apparent as the pattern
organizing the various reconceptualised aspects of territory emerges.
The spatial narrative itself acts as an interactive space, becoming an ‘iterative moment of
representation’ (Somerville 2010, p340). In that way my thesis is dealing with the issues of
representation and interpretation, which I see and discuss, affecting my ability to
communicate the variable and changing cultural, emotional and geological spaces and places.
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The spatial narrative is something like a collage or assemblage of juxtaposed methods and
media used to articulate and symbolise a spatial dialogue between its different parts
(Somerville 2010, p340). Problems emerge in the presentation of multiple perspectives in the
context of changing self and other. Problems also surface when attempting to cross the
interpretive divide between self and other and an audience. I believe that the creative tension
of juxtaposition that is inherent in a spatial narrative and generated through the reflexive
methodology of the exegesis is a means of addressing both of those problems.
In conjunction, I have ensured that the process of learning about Ngunawal ways of knowing
and perceiving territory remains open and responsive by setting up a creative tension between
a process for generating new knowledge (the emergent methodology of threshold moments in
interactive space) and a poststructural process of troubling perceived boundaries between
people and environment (reconceptualizing Ngunawal territory as interactive space). The
subjective creative handling of different ways of knowing territory provides the grounding for
creative handling of what I perceive Ngunawal territory to be.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 2
Ecology is connected with personal perception through the alternative ecological thought of
ecopsychology, blurring the boundaries between human mind, body and environment
(Teilhard de Chardin; Roszak; Wilber; Abram; Naess). Knowledge, understanding and values
emerge from a complex sociological-environmental interaction.
The field of transpersonal studies supplies an integral approach (Wilber 1998) to combine
‘matter, body, mind, soul and spirit’ with a strong emphasis on the study of
interconnectedness between people and animate and inanimate things (Anderson, Braud &
Valle 1996). Each culture has its own set of truths, but these truths can only be partial because
they do not contain the truths of each other culture. (Crittenden 2004)
I explore what happens when contradictory humanist and ecological frameworks are
juxtaposed to challenge the boundaries of my established notions of self and other. I also look
at what happens when such an ecological relationship between self and other is challenged by
postmodern/poststructural understandings of identity, subjectivity and self.
Prior to my current work with the Ngunawal Elders, I used an archaeological framework to
divide the landscape three-dimensionally into different, concentric but interacting, ideological
spheres: political, historical, and symbolic. However, that approach did little more than allow
me to present territory using a language of tangible cultural symbols.
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Like Somerville (2010) I found that places are created in the interactive space between
grounded physical reality and metaphysical space of representation, by the spatial dialogue
enabled through the co-existence of both those different facets/aspects of reality. The different
stories that people tell about their experience and their view of the world combine to form
narratives [storied lines of connection] that serve as interpretive models, illuminating the
variability within sequences of experiences (Ricoeur 1977).
However, I realise that as I am situated on the edge of the Ngunawal community there will be
critical knowledge and perception that I will not initially see, feel or know how to experience
– ‘the intangibles’. Learning to recognise and work with the intangibles raises the question of
ownership of socially constituted knowledge setting up a tentative positioning of my research
in terms of postcolonialism (Said 1980; Fanon 1986; Bhabha 1994).
I adapt ethnographic techniques to enter a deep engagement with another’s world through
writing. I also use creative imagery of the visual arts to empathise with the oral and visual
base of Ngunawal culture and the spatial reasoning of their ecological relationship.
With an eye on mediation rather than appropriation, I interpret interactive space through the
experience and perception of an intermediary self-in-their-environment (Agar 1986). Self is
reflexively constituted within (not preceding) spatial dialogue and cultural practice (Davies
2004; Somerville 2010) – something that I think parallels Ngunawal ways of speaking,
performing, feeling and thinking territory and country into existence.
My approach is a reflexive ethnography, similar to autoethnography (Ellis 2004, pp45-52).
However, unlike autoethnography, there are no human participants explicit in my narrative,
other than myself. Also unlike most reflexive ethnography, I do not use self to ‘study’ other
people. I use self to ‘study’ other, which is environment, more precisely, self-in-environment.
I use first-person narratives to explain the process of my research project from an insider’s
perspective, after van Mannen’s convention of what is often called ‘confessional tales’
(Goodall 2000, p72). I also take up an intermediary position in a hybridised spatial dialogue
with my audience (Davies 2004).
I perceive intermediary self and interactive space to reflect a poststructural perception of the
human subject as self-in-their-environment, something that Davies (2010) calls the ‘subject of
thought’. Interactive space is an agency of creation in which intermediary self participates in
the unfolding experience of an original creative moment (Davies 2010), what I call a
threshold moment in interactive space. A threshold moment is something akin to what Denzin
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and Lincoln (2005) call ‘moments’ integrated with Heidegger’s (2003) similar term ‘bringingforth’.
Somerville (2010) also refers to a ‘moment of becoming’ and the generative space of writing
and theorising the body as a way of linking body and place (Davies 2004). To enhance clarity
I use the reflexive methodology of the exegesis (communicated through my spatial narrative)
to create reference points. The spatial narrative itself acts as an interactive space, becoming an
‘iterative moment of representation’ (Somerville 2010).
I create storied lines, mapping the folding, unfolding and enfolding movement, to link
various, and seemingly unconnected, locations, forms and processes. Like Somerville (2010) I
use arts-based methods to encompass the various forms or dimensions of space/place. The
methodology is an emergent process that uses a temporary suspension or displacement of my
own ways of knowing and perceiving territory, as I explore alternative ways in which to
present, rather than represent, a reconceptualised Ngunawal territory.
I have divided my thesis into two parts consistent with the reflexive character of the creative
tension between the subjective and the abstract aspects of the emergent methodology that is a
consequence. However, there is no dedicated methodology chapter. That is because the
methodology of creating new knowledge in interactive space is not apparent until it has been
performed and then written and visualised into existence, my conclusion.
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CHAPTER 3
PHILOSOPHICAL UNDERPINNINGS
Culture shapes our practical knowledge of social space into a conceptualised system of
signals and symbols. However, cultural knowledge is itself socially constituted through
the intermediary self in relationship with environmental other.
In this chapter I explain:
•

socially constituted knowledge

•

interactive space

•

moving towards a critical philosophy centred on interactive space

•

developing an appropriate critical perspective
o incorporating multiple perspectives of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape
o reconceptualising self.

SOCIALLY CONSTITUTED KNOWLEDGE
In Chapter 2 I said that new knowledge and perception will be constituted using different
frames of meaning brought into tension in an interaction between three broad perspectives:
those of the Ngunawal Elders, my academic audience, and myself, as researcher. What I deem
to be knowable and the rules that I use to govern what ultimately becomes known will be
generated through an emergent and transformational relationship between multiple ways of
knowing and the different systems governing the actions, assumptions and signals inherent in
those various perspectives (Gergen 1994, pp200-207).
Knowledge, as a perception of reality, even when socially constituted from multiple
perspectives, will never be whole and complete. Socially constituted knowledge generated in
the interactive space of multiple ways of experiencing reality and thinking about the
experience can perhaps present a more comprehensive perception. However, knowledge will
always be the subject of a tension between an individualised, objectified perception of reality
and the plurality of multiple approaches to experiencing and conceiving reality. The
perception of reality, as it presents in the experience of any single moment, or using the terms
of any single concept or theory, will never be complete (Davies 2010, p54-68).
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A perception of reality is socially constituted from the interaction of subjective and abstract
knowledge. (‘Reality’ should, in this sense, be considered in terms of ‘multiple perspectives
of “reality”’. However, for convenience, my future references will omit the quote marks.) By
definition, the interaction of differences can never be absolute or perfect, and there can be no
independent or singular phenomenological subject in play. Thus, ‘truth’ remains a variable.
Socially constituted knowledge is always in a state of transformation, from one moment to the
next, only ever partial and incomplete in the context of an ever-changing world. With such a
premise underpinning my research project my focus is on how I come to know something that
I did not initially understand of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.
Assuming that knowledge is socially constituted, we cannot learn new ways of knowing and
thus interacting with the signals and symbols of a particular socio-cultural landscape until its
community teaches us how to engage, at an appropriate level, with its social, cultural and
environmental context. A socio-cultural landscape provides a community’s context.
In this chapter I deal with the question of knowing if I have understood. I present the
philosophical underpinnings of my emergent methodology. I have presented a number of
philosophers and theorists throughout the chapter, not to provide the basis of my emergent
methodology but, rather, to illustrate to my audience the nature of the interactive space that I
am working with and what I am trying to do with it. My intention is to make apparent to my
audience what I perceive of the threshold moment in which socially constituted knowledge is
created.
The threshold moment is when I engage with my environment; I look out beyond myself, at
an object or feature in the environment or at the environment itself, beyond the space I am
standing in. A period of reflection follows, in which I conceptualise what I am aware of.
However I can only know something of the terms and meanings of a community context
through socially constituted knowledge. The perspectives that are determined by my
positioning in the process of its creation shape this knowledge. How do I know that I
understand knowledge that has been socially constituted?
Thanks to Descartes I have already accepted that I exist as a thinking person. However, unlike
Descartes, I begin from a position of a transforming self-in-environment in a constantly
changing world, perceived using partial and incomplete knowledge. From that uncertainty it
follows that the truths supporting my researcher’s culture can be perceived as variable and
uncertain. Challenging my own cultural truths is necessary while I am working with a culture
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that is based, traditionally, on different truths. I thus refer to Descartes’ cogito simply as a
starting point because Descartes is a critical platform for certainty in the philosophy of my
own culture. However, I must qualify using the cogito as a starting point because, by
deferring to the belief in the existence of God, Descartes’ ‘certainty’ is undermined by the
variable perceptions of God. In the logic of traditional Australian Aboriginal ecological
relationship, certainty is instilled by a belief system that supports varying forms of globalscale spirit entities connecting multiple, specifically-placed creation stories. The specificity of
personal and group identification with a particular spirit entity or creation story, and a clear
sense of place in geographical and social networks, enhance identity.
I recognise that I am never independent of my surroundings. I contemplate what I have learnt
from the experience of standing in and looking out into the space of my environment. I am
conscious of my presence in a socio-cultural landscape. Having applied my ability to see and
feel as well as think, I come to know something of my existence. This knowledge may not yet
be a fully formed concept. It is probably not even a concept at all. It is a more basic stage of
knowledge creation than that, in the practical stage of a process of reflexivity. In a practical
situation there is a point of transition when a sense of not knowing changes to one of
knowing. The threshold moments of transforming self lead to the creation of different senses
of reality.
At that point the process of reconceptualising self commences. Afterwards, a system of
knowledge emerges from a sequence of threshold moments. This system is a series or
sequence of recognised signals and symbols that may be understood. I then enter a stage of
knowledge creation, called praxis, where I allow a system of knowledge as theory to interact
with the activities that I purposefully conduct in the space of my environment. I reach the
need for another reflexive phase of my knowledge creation following that. There is an
ongoing alternation between the processes of reflexivity and praxis. In this alternation I
recognise the value of the dual perspectives, of personal and researcher, as binaries in
reconceptualising the role of self.
Recognising these binaries means that personal experience grounds the researcher for the
conceptualising process that follows. I might begin with my practical experience of a
spiritually deep, emotional interaction of personal and environmental space in the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape. I then reflect on that experience to conceptualise my recognition of
permeable boundaries between mind, body and environment. I believe that the awareness of
my experience, as a researcher, is inseparable from the awareness of my experience as an
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individual looking out beyond myself. The perception that emerges develops from a reflexive
interaction of different unmediated perspectives of the one experience.
Knowledge is therefore created as much through my participation in the continuing dialogue
of research scholarship as through my participation in a dialogue with Don and Ruth as they
affirm my experience of an interaction of personal and environmental space in the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape. Looking for that affirmation is not to suggest that there is an
essential and unchanging Ngunawal truth that can be achieved through dialogue, or that being
Ngunawal provides access to an essential and unchanging knowledge. I realise that the
affirmation I receive is shaped by the experience and perception of the particular Ngunawal
Elders with whom I work. The knowledge and perception shared by Don and Ruth will have
been shaped by their own individual lived history, by their relationship with their community
and the territory for which they provide a voice. The affirmation that I eventually obtain is
thus based on Don and Ruth’s own knowledge, which has been influenced by the particular
socio-political circumstance in which it was generated.
While Don and Ruth may offer a different perspective from that of other Elders of groups
identifying with the same or a similar area of land, who may perceive and experience territory
in different ways, their particular Ngunawal perspective is not separate and independent of the
thoughts and experiences of those other Elders. The recognition that these multiple dialogues
exist concurrently is integral to forming a grounded understanding of the community context
from which the knowledge has been partly derived.
Having learnt that in interactive space there is an experience of space other than the personal
and the conceptual, I realised that the experience of space is both personal and environmental,
and is integral to the researcher’s perception of a socio-cultural landscape. As a researcher,
my general understanding of Aboriginal Australian culture supported this realisation.
However, the specific importance of this perception of space, in terms of Ngunawal culture,
was confirmed when Don qualified my definition of the socio-cultural landscape as an
experience of space, with the words ‘lived in our own time’ (Don Bell, pers. comm. 19
August 2007). Those words were important to me because they revealed, in Ngunawal terms,
a way of knowing a relationship of the personal and the environmental that I had not
previously known. While I will never fully understand Ngunawal ways, Don’s words confirm
a point from which to begin to perceive and respond to the Ngunawal socio-cultural
landscape.
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Being lived space, it is personal. In the critical terms of a research perspective, the sociocultural landscape perceived in terms of personal and environmental space, ‘lived in our own
time’, affects the binaries of past/present, subjective/abstract and self/environmental other.
‘Lived in our own time’ implies that experience of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape is
not locked in the remote past or separate from environment, nor can there be a perception of
space that is purely abstract. My presentation of the socio-cultural landscape must be
understood in terms of a living history.
This is consistent with the fact that socially constituted knowledge is about the sharing of
ideas and concepts created through the integration of subjective and abstract knowledge
systems. While acknowledging that there is no essential, perfect or impartial knowledge to be
ultimately attained, in all of the uncertainty, knowledge of the Ngunawal socio-cultural
landscape ‘lived in our own time’ provides the means to move between the abstract of a
conceptualised interactive space and the lived experience of it. This, to my mind, is about all
that I can do when knowledge is situated by an interactive space between a
postmodern/poststructural research paradigm and the lived Ngunawal experience: to
understand that an experience of uncertainty is about the movement and change generated in
the interactive space of the subjective experience and abstract thought.1
Beginning with the interaction of the personal and the conceptual, knowledge is created
through our experiences of thinking, feeling and being. A reflexive dialogue starts with the
interaction of a situated experience of practice inextricably linked with thought. This dialogue
transforms knowledge gained by practical experience, through reflection, into cognitive
perception. Reflexivity provides a supporting methodology for praxis in the sequence of
concepts that emerges through our active engagement with the audible, visual, and felt signals
and symbols of interactive space. Reflexivity and praxis present different stages in the
emergence of this socially constituted knowledge (Figure 1).

1

Knowledge situated by this interactive space is comparable to Haraway’s ‘political epistemology of situated knowledges’
(Haraway1988, p581). However Haraway’s notion of situated knowledges is shaped by her critique of the Marxist Feminist
debate about the guiding principles and language of ‘objectivity’ and ‘science’, advocating a doctrine of ‘embodied
objectivity that accommodates paradoxical and critical feminist science projects: Feminist objectivity means simply situated
knowledges’ (Haraway1988, p581) For my purposes, there is no need to explore the implications of this for either Marxism
or Feminism.
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Figure 1 My empathic research paradigm.
Do not view this diagram with preconceived notions of mathematical presentations of space and time. The
diagram will probably not make sense if you do. The curved lines form an abstract symbol of my personal sense
of movement and change that occurs through the interaction of subjective and abstract knowledge systems. The
diagram presents an integration of reflexivity and praxis showing the transformative space of a threshold
moment between them. The movement begins with a destabilising practice of reflexivity that decentralises
governing principles and presuppositions. Praxis follows threshold moments as part of a more centred and
stabilised conceptualisation process of forming socially constituted knowledge.

Socially constituted knowledge

Threshold
moment in
interactive space

Self-aware critical researcher

INTERACTIVE SPACE
Revealing the underlying roles of reflexivity and praxis in the creation of socially constituted
knowledge feeds back into the postmodern/poststructural research paradigm to shape
empathic terms of reference. My use of the term ‘interactive space’ as an abstract universal,2
for example, provides an extensive canvas for this knowledge and perception. The term can
deal with concepts of space that range from one extreme (mental space – practice of an
abstract idea, the concept of line, for instance) to another (social space – practice involving

2

Abstract universals (Lefebvre 1991) are terms with an extensive capacity of meaning used to unify different aspects of a
concept rather than separate it into multiples of perspectives that use narrowly defined specialist terms. However an abstract
universal is not a universal category of meaning.
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spiritually deep emotion, a shared lived experience, for example). I acknowledge some
similarity here, in the idea of a social bond or social conception, with Lyotard’s (1984)
unified totality, articulated as ‘unicity’. Similarly to Lyotard, I recognise that the language of
a socio-cultural landscape is affected by social conditions in the creation of knowledge.
My perception of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape is created from inside lived
experience, in the present. However, unlike Lyotard, I do not discuss how systems of
knowledge change with post-industrial development, and, more specifically, how culture is
affected by the theory of postmodernism. That is not my purpose and so I discuss the sociocultural landscape in the broadest terms of interactive space, which can incorporate postindustrial influences but is not limited to them.
Forming broad terms of conceptualisation for the purpose of revealing oppositional poles also
brings to mind the work of Haber (1994). She uses this method to focus on the oppositional
politics of the privileged and underprivileged classes in terms of language as a politics of
power. She says the power of language is used to mask self-interest under the guise of
propagated universal philosophical values. One class of people are subjugated through their
omission from the language of the political environment. By acknowledging the legitimacy of
the role of each in the creation of a language of socially constituted knowledge Haber actively
avoids privileging one source of knowledge over another. Haber uses opposing poles of
experience in the application of political philosophy and theory as praxis. I differ from Haber
by using opposing poles in terms of reflexivity. I differentiate the roles of practice,
conceptualisation and emotion in order to work towards a broadly encompassing spatial
concept, not to define the experience of it. However, I am also aware of the egalitarian
implications of including the emotionally-charged knowledge base of the Ngunawal
community context into the theorizing processes of a research environment, where, ordinarily,
they would be under-valued.
My focus on self in the narrative of emerging sequences of threshold moments of knowledge
creation also compares with Haber (1994). Similarly, we both adopt the poststructural view
that the concept of individual is comparable to the concept of the subject. This acknowledges
the validity of knowledge articulated as first person in a research narrative because ‘[while]
subjects are inscribed in language they are always cultural, historical and social entities’. This
means that, as individual subjects, our interests are always those of the communities in which
we participate, personally and as researchers. ‘There is no universal community of rational
beings’. Because each of us belongs to many different communities, ‘these different
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communities do not form a coherent, or a unified, in the sense of essential or unchanging,
whole’ (Haber 1994, p1). While I adopt the term ‘interactive space’ as an abstract universal, I
do not use it as a universal category. My conceptualisation of the subject and the observer in
terms of the interaction of personal and environmental space provides a narrative sequence of
threshold moments of the environmental juxtaposed with subjective/personal and
observer/researcher perspectives. As Haber says, the ‘language of this narrative is potentially
an unlimited system of signs, the self can always be redescribed, given an alternative
perspective’ (Haber 1994, p4).3
Plumwood, from a perspective of ecofeminism, in the context of ecological identification,
also rejects ‘cultural universalism.’ She quotes Bookchin to say that the misuse of ‘blanket or
universal categories obscures highly relevant cultural differences (Plumwood 1993, p11). I
concur. However, where I differ from ecofeminism is in the belief that the reflexive
methodology that accompanies the terms I use as abstract universals enables all of the
nuances of social, cultural and environmental meanings to emerge as different senses of the
one concept rather than being obscured.
While I offer, as a female researcher, a feminine interpretation of ecological identification I
do not offer a feminist analysis. The difference is that I do not argue from the perspective of
oppression and/or degradation. I do not explore the Ngunawal community context from the
perception of an overlap of sexism and domination or racism and social inequality although I
acknowledge that these are all factors of the socio-political and cultural tension in Ngunawal
ecological identity. Instead, I explore interactive space from a personal perspective, as a
researcher who is empowered through a changing sense of place in the research process, able
to develop methods to my requirements in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.
Empowerment is achieved through the reflexive process that is built into the project
methodology. Reflexivity contributes to self-awareness in an unfolding ecological
identification involving the personal and the conceptual (Plumwood 1993, p15). Plumwood
says that the idea of self-awareness, as an ecological identity (something she calls ecological
self-awareness), can also be argued from an ecofeminist perspective of liberatory politics. I
am aware of the implications of my research project in terms of liberating Ngunawal ways of

3

Once again I recognise a comparison with Haraway, this time in the context of ‘the split and contradictory self’. ‘The split
and contradictory self is the one who can interrogate positionings and be accountable, the one who can construct and join
rational conversations and fantastic imaginings that change history’ (Haraway 1988, p586). However, I see no need to use
Haraway’s feminist epistemology to situate self. A poststructural position is adequate to the purpose of my argument.
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knowing from remnant oppressive colonial attitudes. However, my focus is on my
empowerment through an emergent ecological identification that functions at a deeper level
than politics. By this I mean the development of a sense of place that has changed from
understanding other ways of knowing, different from my own. An evolving sense of place
generated in the interactive space between different ways of knowing again raises my
reference earlier in this chapter to Haraway’s arguments for a doctrine of situated knowledge.
While my acceptance of other ways of knowing is comparable to Haraway’s discussion of the
use and abuse of subjugated knowledges in research inquiry (Haraway 1988, p584), I think
that Ryle’s anti-essential approach provides a more than adequate platform from which to
illuminate a postmodern/poststructural meaning of what it is to understand another’s way of
knowing, as an experience.
I introduce Ryle’s philosophical method (1971 (b)) here because it recognises that the
experience of self, learning something about other, comes about by drawing together multiple
senses of what initially presents. The stories that we construct from those multiple
perspectives mediate the process of understanding, acknowledging that there is no single,
independent category of knowledge that can lead to a ‘complete’ understanding. The stories
that Ryle constructs present different perspectives - ‘thick descriptions’ (Ryle 1971, pp480496) - of what the audience may understand. Ryle’s philosophical methods prepared the way
for the postmodern/poststructural recognition of a crisis of representation, which alerted
ethnography (through Geertz (1973) building on Ryle’s methods and, later, through reflexive
ethnography) to the value of stories as interpretative tools rather than what were being
increasingly recognised as imperfect and partial accounts of our experience.
Ryle’s (1971 (b)) philosophical method suggests that the issue is not one of defining different
categories of essential experiences and perception as racially oppressive or otherwise. There is
no one essential experience or perception involved. There is no one essential way of knowing
that is engaged. There is therefore no single essential meaning that can be communicated.
According to Ryle’s approach, I should not ask how I came to construct different perspectives
of the socio-cultural landscape, but rather, I should ask what I was unable to achieve until I
did so (Ryle 1971 (b), p448). The interaction of personal and environmental space becomes a
focus for the development of a language to adequately convey a perceptually and
experientially variable space in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.
What I may come to understand about the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape, as an
experience of personal and environmental space that includes another’s perception of it, is
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affected by the different ways of knowing in which I participate (Ryle 1971 (b)). Separating
the different ways of knowing would be a form of cultural dualism. More importantly, the
research problem, as far as Ryle is concerned, becomes one about the different senses of
meaning conveyed in the minutely detailed descriptions of experience and perception viewed
as different senses of a broader context. Because, as an empathic researcher, I have interacted
with other ways of knowing, I am aware of the effect that the interaction of Ngunawal
knowledge with mine can have on my focus and vision in the socio-cultural landscape. What I
want to achieve is a perceptive focus in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape that is created
using the terms of multiple perspectives (Ryle 1971 (b), pp446-449).
TOWARDS A CRITICAL PHILOSOPHY CENTRED ON INTERACTIVE SPACE
Whether participating in the emergence of this socially constituted knowledge through
reflexivity or through praxis, with the leading premise that truth remains a variable, I will
never know conclusively that I have properly understood knowledge that has been socially
constituted. The ontology of socially constituted knowledge is contrary to an epistemology
based on the existence of indubitable truth. All I can expect as an empathic outcome,
reflecting my postmodern/poststructural research paradigm, is a confirmation and verification
of my changing understanding through continuing creative dialogue.
It is necessary to accept that I will not understand with certainty something that I initially
perceive to be intangible. Rather than impose a theorised method on something I do not
initially know about, I re-evaluate the suppositions and terms that I use to form an
understanding. This re-evaluation involves a critical engagement with the philosophical
conventions of knowledge and perception, not with theoretical constructs. Of course, this
realisation is not new nor is it limited to postmodern/poststructural inquiry or reflexive
ethnographic inquiry. Nietzsche’s (1969, pp54-56) three metamorphoses provide an
illustration of the type of philosophical approach that I think is required for this critical
engagement. In his metaphorical narrative Nietzsche (1969, pp54-56) tells how the critical
spirit strengthens in the interactive process of reflexivity (Nietzsche 1969, p54). While the
spirit cannot make new values it can challenge what are generally perceived to be the essential
‘thou shalt’ principles governing the truths of our values and conventions, to ‘create itself
freedom for new creation’. With a new beginning, having stolen freedom from indoctrinated
conventions, the critical spirit is a ‘self-propelling wheel’ and ‘now wills its own will’
(Nietzsche 1969, p55). The effect of the individual’s inner personal experience that
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contributes to will (Schopenhauer) is no trivial matter in the reflexive process of knowledge
creation because it ultimately influences the composition of the next generation of praxis.
With an emphasis on personal inner experience to guide me as a self-aware researcher, the
anti-foundational practices presented by Nietzsche’s reflexive approach and comparable with
Ryle’s anti-essentialism are more radical than a philosophy defined by theory. This is because
their approaches offer no specific way of knowing and ordering the world. There is no
ideological principle driving the political discourse (unlike Marxism, feminism or
postcolonialism, for example) by which to order subjective experience and articulate abstract
concepts.
Anti-essentialism sets out that there is no essential quality by which to separate the
experiences or concepts from one another. There is no universal truth by which to govern the
perception of boundaries between personal and environmental space, for example. Antiessentialism suggests that I require an assemblage of approaches to reflect and support the
multiplicities and uncertain boundaries that emerge in questioning the systems that support
our knowledge and understanding. Anti-foundational practices, comparable to Nietzsche’s
reflexive approach, underpin my postmodern/poststructural paradigm and suggest the
assemblage I create should juxtapose multiple subjective perspectives (derived from the
personal experiences of interactive space ‘lived in our own time’) and the abstract concept of
permeable boundaries between mind, body and environment. My reflexive approach is the
equivalent of juxtaposing Ryle’s philosophical method and Nietzsche’s reflexive use of
multiple sources of knowledge in order to create an emergent research theory, not to presume
one.
As a reflexive research project my experience of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape must
feed back into the established body of theory if only by acknowledging the challenges of its
philosophical roots. At this theoretical level I recognise the experiential and conceptual
functions of both postmodernism and poststructuralism.
Postmodernism, rejecting the idea that there are grand narratives or universal truths (Sim
2005, pp3-14), challenges our focus on the epistemological questions of validity, verification,
causation and reason. Poststructuralism (Harrison 2006, pp122-135), challenges the theory
that there is a verifiable conceptual framework. It negates the separation of subjective
experience from abstract concepts. The thread that binds both of these in my engagement with
the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape is that I can perceive no single essential form of
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knowledge, no entirely resolved, absolute or unchallengeable boundaries of definition and
territory, no binary that is superior to another, and no unchanging position for me, as a
researcher, to occupy. Reflexivity shifts the emphasis from thinking and theory to include the
more sensory aspects of feeling and being, which are inherent in forming knowledge from
experience.
To some extent my use of an emergent research methodology facilitates an ‘emancipatory’
voice of poststructuralism, through which to step outside of the epistemological systems of
conceptual logic that have, till meeting something that I perceived to be intangible, served as
a useful method of structuring and understanding knowledge. If I am to understand and
conceptualise something that I initially find intangible or abstract, I must begin with the
formative stages of knowledge creation. These formative stages are experiential, include
emotional responses, and are often marginalised in the dialogue of a rational research
environment (Gergen 1994, p205; Denzin & Lincoln 2003; Denzin & Lincoln 2005, pp11151116).
In a poststructural view, the origin of knowledge and ideas begins with a critical awareness of
self in a relationship with environmental other. The empathic researcher develops a
perspective critical of existing social and cultural institutions, beliefs, and political and
economic organization. All of these aspects are seen provisionally and are subject to debate.
New terms of reference emerge from a sequence of threshold moments to form an alternative
means of dialogue as we question our most entrenched assumptions. Theory is criticised as
being socialised knowledge systems, shaped and communicated by scholastic mechanisms
and social order – ideas are reduced to their essence and articulated as lists of key points or
clear statements of issues, intention and concluding position. Poststructuralism promotes
scepticism of the systems of scholarship supporting the deep-rooted notion that the prime
function of academic study is to make an obscure reality clearer and a complicated world
more understandable, and in which a critical practice of ontological questioning is subjugated
by a prescribed epistemological truth (Wylie 2006, p298).4
I therefore enter the reflexive process to create theory through practice, not to limit practice
through the circumstances of theory. However, I do not perceive subjectivity and abstraction
as binaries of opposing forces. A binary pair becomes problematical when we expect one to
be superior to the other (Wylie 2006, pp300-301). Here, reflexivity supports the interaction of

4

Here poststructuralism again compares with and underpins Haraway’s discussion of subjugated and situated knowledges.
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subjective and abstract aspects of cultural experiences. This interaction is something similar
to interaction of the physical and metaphorical dimensions of both Ngunawal culture and my
own. In the Ngunawal community context this means beginning inside the experience of
ecological identification if only to recognise how my perception of it is affected by the preconditioning of present-day social and cultural values. Objects and their meaning in the
Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape are shaped by social, cultural and environmental changes
over time. Knowledge of this history influences how the empathic researcher conceptualises
developing practices and the changes to traditional values. However, it should not matter what
era is perceived to influence us; this does not affect our ability to experience a genuine
spiritual connection (my experience of this is discussed in Chapters 6 and 7).
Postmodernism (Lyotard 1984) facilitates a changing perception of what I could not already
know of another’s culture; making visible the development of my perception of Ngunawal
ways of knowing the socio-cultural landscape. This is done in a way that follows the
unfamiliar in order to ‘formulate rules of what will have been done’ (Lyotard 1984, p81,
emphasis present in the original). In the postmodern sense, knowledge and perception are
grounded in reflexivity (the experience in and then reflection on what has occurred and has
been conceived but may not be presentable). Rather than being constrained by my inability to
tangibly present all dimensions of the interaction between people and their environment, my
aim is to create ‘allusions to the conceivable which cannot be presented’ (Lyotard 1984, p81).
This means that my interaction with ‘Indigenous knowledges’ in the transformation of my
own perception is critical to the generation of a new perspective of that with which I am
working (Brearley 2008 (a), p6). My chief concern is to provide a creative methodology for
this research (Eisner 1981), which is characterised by an emerging identity and research
voice, is specific to its cultural situation, and is critically self-aware (Brearley 2008 (a), pp5,
9).
As a postmodern project that concern lies in how well new knowledge allows me to perform
using different personal and researcher perspectives (Lyotard 1984). New knowledge emerges
from the fragmentation of my academic conceptual perspective, and is grounded in a
changing awareness of self in an interaction of personal and environmental space. On one
hand knowledge is externalised as the juxtaposition of theory and practice. On the other hand
my knowledge and interests are internalised. Knowledge is constituted through personal
interaction involving a reflexive self and environmental other in active engagement. Like
poststructuralism, the postmodern project challenges pre-existing theories, using an internally
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generated conceptualisation of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape (Jenks 1993, p137).
Communication of fragmented perspectives of interactive tension needs to be done in such a
way that a broad meaning of concepts can be understood and articulated. This is why I
explain the tension of a socio-cultural landscape beginning with an abstract concept of space.
The term ‘interactive space’ used in its abstract sense is broad enough to unite the interaction,
change and variability of cultural perspectives and social meanings in a more comprehensive
perception of reality. I recognise some compatibility with Lefebvre’s (1991) method of
incorporating the extremes of the range of meaning of a term to expose a more comprehensive
idea of the concept that it presents. I use Lefebvre here to provide insights, for my audience,
into what I am trying to explain about how our perception of reality evolves in the creative
tension of a socially constituted perception of interactive space, the signals and symbols
emerging from our experience, and thus shaping our perception also being socially
constituted. I refer to Lefebvre to illustrate what I regard is the spatial equivalent of Ryle’s
(1971 (a)) anti-foundational method of anti-essentialism.
The concept of space cannot be experienced entirely as a logically defined mental place or
exclusively as an absolute and separate perceptual entity. Knowledge of space, particularly
space that is lived, stems from understanding a fundamental process of transition. Initially this
is a transition between abstract and concrete spaces. This involves the creation of a human
reality derived from mental capability and the physical and social reality of the ‘natural’
environment. This movement changes the mental space of an abstract concept to the
experiential space of practical application, including language. Finally, the movement
involves the transition of abstract mental space to a theory of social life, which must, itself,
evolve in what I have called interactive space (Lefebvre 1991, pp3-5).
However, it is not my purpose to conduct a discourse shaped by the terms of a theory of
socio-political economics as Lefebvre does. I have tried to avoid using loaded terms that have
very specific social and cultural meanings because my focus is on articulating a philosophical
methodology of knowledge.
The function of my research project is to focus on the initial stage in the creation of socially
constituted knowledge. This recognises that the initial stage, which is part of a reflexive
process of experience and reflection, provides the conceptual basis of praxis in forming
socially constituted knowledge. In a scholarly environment, research method is generally
governed by praxis that privileges theory over practice, ignoring the role of reflexivity as a
fundamental grounding stage in the development of theory. I have found that an initial focus
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on theory masks the reflexive aspects that I am trying to make perceivable in the practice of
socially constituted knowledge.
On this point I agree with Bourdieu’s critique of praxis. Bourdieu (2005) points out that
exposure of the practical logic of reflexivity, as a basis of creating socially constituted
knowledge, is hindered by implanting theoretical presumptions in the landscape (by using the
subjects and objects of scholarly research methodologies) and through the social
predisposition (which Bourdieu calls habitus) that the researcher brings into the research
environment. The most intimate and spontaneous choices of practical reflection are rendered
intangible in the interpretative process by the academic biases that are introduced by the
researcher or that are used to define and support the research environment itself (Bourdieu
2005, p48).
Reflexivity enhances the researcher’s self-awareness in the critique of socially constituted
knowledge.
The logic is in one sense very simple, but in another sense very difficult to express,
because one has to be a professional of reflection (that is, a scholar socially inclined
to scholastic bias as well as distanced from the practical experience of practice, such
as artistic practice) to produce a reflection on the limits of the scholastic mode of
thinking, of the scholastic habitus and to make explicit the practical reflexivity which
is traditionally ignored (and despised) by theoretical reflection … . (Bourdieu 2005,
pp48-49).

In criticising the interaction of theory and practice that generally occurs as an academic
tradition, like Bourdieu, I challenge the view that practice is the application of theory. Instead
the interaction should be more like a praxis that builds theory on practice. This would be
consistent with an evolving methodology in which reflexivity requires self-awareness in the
conceptual processes from which praxis emerges to link theory back into practice
(Etherington 2004, p19).
DEVELOPING AN APPROPRIATE CRITICAL PERSPECTIVE
Incorporating multiple perspectives of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape
The problem, however, is to find the terms by which to approach the multiple layers of social,
cultural and environmental assumptions and the implications of different ways of knowing.
What originated as an epistemological problem, involving the generation of a line of thought
about an experience, transforms into an ontological one that exposes the layers of meaning in
the different perceptions embodied in that thought as it is situated by experience. To explain, I
will use an example that emerged while walking one day with a geologist, Wolf Mayer,
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during a cultural survey that I conducted on the rural property of ‘Melrose Valley’ (Figure 2)
close to the southern limits of Ngunawal territory in 2004.
Figure 2 The study area.

During the ‘Melrose Valley’ survey our focus was on flaked stone tools, as artefacts symbolic
of cultural activity, and the material used to make them, as a quantifiable resource. I described
the visible landform features and cultural artefacts that were associated with them. I also
constructed archaeologically meaningful patterns of spatial distribution to learn where and
how people moved about in the socio-cultural landscape and what they had been doing over
time. As useful as this information was for establishing a three-dimensional historical
perspective, it alone was not enough to enable me to present either the different aspects of
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symbolism that were not visible in the physical dimensions of the landscape that people were
moving through and occupying, or how the space was actually lived.
My experience of spatial dimensions of the socio-cultural landscape was profoundly changed
after I recalled what Don had told me of the Ngunawal Dreaming story some years
previously. He said that, in the beginning, the stones came out of the ground of Ngunawal
country and when they rolled away the people came from under them. The meaning of the
story and the landscape became clearer to me as it interacted with what the geologist was
telling me of the physiology of the stone artefacts and the geomorphology from which they
originated. I integrated the separate pieces of knowledge into my interpretation of what I was
seeing. My perception of the socio-cultural landscape had been transformed by the interaction
of different sources of knowledge. I recognised that the physiological and the metaphorical
presentations, despite using different languages and originating from different poles of
interpretation of the landscape, had some common aspects and, by co-existing, overlapped
and somehow confirmed one another. However, unless I understood by feeling at least some
aspect of the cultural context, I would not find more than superficial meaning in the cultural
symbols of the Ngunawal community.
While walking the landscape of ‘Melrose Valley’ with the geologist I showed him the various
sites of artefact scatters. At each site he would pick some of them up and have a close look at
them through his magnifying glass and would pronounce their geological make-up. ‘Volcanic
silicious’ was the description, over and over again. The rocks looked different, and were
found in many situations, but the same term applied to them all. I was gaining a better
understanding of the cultural signals and symbols of the geologist.
After satisfying ourselves that the primary type of tool-making material used in the area was
volcanic, we walked to a substantial railway cutting that bounded one side of the property.
The solid rock face that towered over us was a striking, but very small, portion of the
geological formation known as the Deakin Volcanics on which ‘Melrose Valley’ is situated.
The Deakin Volcanics is thought by geologists to have possibly been a separate volcanic
centre of activity. The thickest layer of lava and volcanic ash, measuring 1500 metres in
depth, was deposited in the area surrounding ‘Melrose Valley’. The section we could see in
the railway cutting showed us the qualities of the rock, and gave a sense of the sheer
magnitude and physical presence of the rest of the layer that remained unseen beneath the
surface of the earth (Abell 1991, p33).
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The geologist also told me that there are possible links between this and other volcanic
activity in neighbouring areas including Michelago and around Yass (Abell 1991, p33). These
possible links, and the rock material from which the artefacts were made, take on another,
more profound, dimension when I recall the metaphorical symbolism of the Ngunawal
creation story. The story provides a general social and cultural context for the volcanic
activity associated with the environment of the Yass region in New South Wales (NSW)
(Figure 2). People used different sources of volcanic rock to make tools. Other people blew
apart the rock to make cuttings through hillsides for trains to cross the landscape. My
experience of space in the socio-cultural landscape was initially shaped by a three
dimensional distribution of volcanic rock - called the Deakin Volcanics - in association with a
scattering of cultural objects made from its material. However, it was not until I juxtaposed
the geomorphology5 and the cultural values of the volcanic rock with the previously
intangible Ngunawal metaphorical symbolism, that I gained any real sense of the Ngunawal
experience of an interactive personal and environmental space. People and the rock were
inseparable, being both of the earth. The earth produced and shaped the people just as it
produced and shaped the rocks that they, in turn, fashioned into tools.
The Ngunawal story describes the creation of Ngunawal country, the defining relationship of
the rock and the people as originating from the same source, in the same place and in the
same way. The fact that the Ngunawal creation story focuses on both the rock and the
formative action involved suggests that the Ngunawal perception of territory is influenced by
the extent and nature of the relationship of the people to the geomorphology: the emotional,
cognitive and environmental pathways that have formed. My understanding of the extent and
nature of the relationship is based, as I have said, on perceiving it as an interaction of personal
and environmental space. When faithfully and explicitly communicated, the presentation of
my experience, as a participant and as the privileged receiver of knowledge of the Ngunawal
creation story, parallels epistemological and ontological pathways that are embodied in people
as they walk the landscape and as knowledge and perception is transferred from person to
person.6

5

Geomorphology, for me, is about change and movement; energy you can feel and see.
This process of transference is made even more significant when it is considered that these pathways are at least 21,000
years old. This is the time that people are currently known to have lived in this region, the most recent volcanic eruptions in
Australia having occurred well within this time. Aboriginal Australian communication networks are also generally known to
have crossed the continent (refer to the respective work of Isabel McBride and John Mulvaney on trade and exchange routes
across Australia generally, and specifically the work of Josephine Flood regarding the local region surrounding the Australian
Capital Territory.

6
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Until I understood the socio-cultural landscape as the interaction of different social, cultural
and environmental aspects I could not comprehend the landscape beyond an interaction of the
visual and geographical contexts. I could not perceive the social, cultural and the
environmental as a single space, interactive space. The non-physical was defined by the
absolute edge of physical boundaries. I could not juxtapose the abstract thoughts of the
philosophical and the subjective feelings of the spiritual with the ordinariness of physical
objects and features. The remnant creative energy of the maker, the applied emotional energy
of the custodian and the power of the gaze of the ‘rational’ observer could not interact with
the physical attributes of social, cultural and environmental structures and objects as they
exist in themselves and as defining features of a socio-cultural landscape. In short, I was
caught in dualism and could not allow the relationship of Ngunawal personal space and
environmental space to interact with my own.
Reflexivity helps me to develop an empathic and reciprocal interaction of theory and practice.
In its postmodern sense reflexivity means that the awareness of self as part of the experience
is fed back into its interpretation, which leads to consciousness of the process of knowledge
creation (Bishop 1996, p995; Georgiou, Carspecken & Willems 1996, p320; Chalmers 2006).
The socio-cultural landscape becomes a space of interaction, change and variability of
experience and perception that is characterised by permeable boundaries in a context of
different layers of meaning. New knowledge obtained from an intimate and minutely specific
level of focus transforms my vision and, subsequently, my reading of the socio-cultural
landscape generally (Allan 1998, Somerville 2010, p331).
Reconceptualising self
Don and Ruth shared with me privileged information about both physical and metaphorical
dimensions of the socio-cultural landscape based on a relationship of trust. They showed me
that language, in Ngunawal terms, is not just spoken. Language is a lived thing. The language
of dialogue is practiced in and emerges from an experience of the socio-cultural landscape as
interactive space ‘lived in our own time’ that, as a storied line, defines and communicates
territory (Tindale 1974; Somerville 1999; Turnbull 2005). As an empathic researcher my
purpose is to create a method for communicating the interaction of reflexivity and praxis that
is inherent in the experience of such an engagement of personal and environmental space.
Explicitly articulating my awareness of the personal and the scholarly in that interaction
allows the Ngunawal community and my wider audience to follow the path of transformation.
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The interaction of personal and environmental space concerns the perception of permeable
boundaries between mind, body and environment (Ryle 2002 (1949)). Ryle challenges, in
particular, the polar opposition of mind and matter, and thus, the separation of mind and body
- or, for my purposes, the opposing poles of things metaphorical (experienced by the mind),
and things physical (experienced by the body) where ‘absolute solitude is … the ineluctable
destiny of the soul’ and where ‘only our bodies can meet’ (Ryle 2002 (1949), pp11-13). For
polar opposition between mind and matter, there needs to be ‘the belief that they are terms of
the same logical type’ (Ryle 2002 (1949), p22), in which case the subjective and the abstract
must be perceived and experienced in terms of the same logical type. Ryle proposes that while
both minds and bodies exist, this does not mean that minds and bodies are examples of two
different types of existence. Instead, minds and bodies point to ‘two different senses of
“exist”’ (Ryle 2002 (1949), p23).
The interaction of the personal and the environmental is a meeting place of multiple
perspectives of different spatial dimensions:
•

Experience is reflexive and involves different types of social, cultural and
environmental space. This means that the language for communicating a reflexive
awareness will need to convey the nature of the boundaries of separation as perception
is changed by the interaction of different ways of knowing.

•

Knowledge is socially constituted and culturally structured.

Communicating the socio-cultural landscape as the practice of ecological identification
requires the expression of various senses of meaning through a combination of disciplines to
adequately articulate the various layers of experience and perception.
As an independent thinker in this process, my knowledge is influenced, not replaced, during
the process of social dialogue, as is that of Don and Ruth. I continue to acknowledge the
original ownership of experiences and perception that have been shared with me by remaining
conscious of the perceptions of others. Knowledge could be compared by assessing social and
cultural similarities and differences in some form of relativism on the basis of separate
ownership. However, relativism requires comparative standards shaped by methods of
analytical assessment and opens the process to existing preconceptions - of an essence of
traditional lifestyle, environmental setting, or other social, cultural or environmental
experiential benchmarks. Instead, I generate a perspective of a transformative vision through
the interaction of different focal points.
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Because ecological identification embodies both the physical and metaphorical dimensions of
a socio-cultural landscape, it requires a form of expression that combines knowledge of the
practical, emotional and cognitive aspects of experience to articulate interactive space (van
Manen 1990, p39). I have found that the linear nature of ‘scientifically’ rationalised and
articulated text fails to adequately present the qualities of an interaction of personal and
environmental space. For this reason I use the words and images of descriptive narratives to
facilitate an interaction of the storied and visual aspects of the ways of knowing of both Don
and Ruth with my own (van Manen 1990, pp17-18, 38-39). I do not attempt to resolve the
experience of perceived intangibility that is inherent in ways of knowing that are different
from my own. I work towards creating sequences of transformation, threshold moments of
engagement. I am seeking to articulate different senses of meaning of that which I do not
initially understand, by borrowing from different spatial qualities of language (van Manen
1990, p23).
Being conscious of the form of language being used to communicate the experience and
perception that shapes its content and method of articulation recalls the ethnographic methods
of Geertz. He maintains that meaning is socially, historically and rhetorically constituted
(Interview with Geertz in Olson 2005, paragraph 7). A reflexive self in the search for a shared
language system locates the initially unknown and obscure aspects of meaning of other ways
of knowing more comprehensively in the perception of my own situated being (van Manen
1990, pp23, 50). My reflexive presence in the articulation of knowledge provides multiple
perspectives of critical interpretation, closer to an empathic perception achieved from a
researcher’s awareness of self as an embodiment of mind, body and environment, through
which to trace the formative pathway of reflexive transformation (Interview with Geertz in
Olson 2005, paragraphs 62-69).
My critically self-aware role challenges different frameworks of knowledge in order to
understand how I change over time (Gergen 1994, p197). This includes challenging my
perception of the degree of separation between the personal and the environmental and, thus,
my experience of interactive space. To better explore the valuational underpinnings and
governing principles of my perception I work to form deep alternative conceptualisations. I
also use the evocative power of thick description (Ryle 1971 (a)) to transform what might
otherwise appear to be ordinary conceptions of objects, events and actions. In other words, I
recognise that there is more intention and meaning existing in the space of a socio-cultural
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landscape than meets the naked eye. In this way I critically assess the values and principles
that underpin existing theories structuring my preconceptions (Gergen 1994, p197).
Having said that, I have placed a strong emphasis in my research on exploring the values
underpinning the relationship between personal and environmental aspects of interactive
space rather than observing people themselves or their actions. I have done this because what
people do does not tell me anything about what is driving their actions. What people do will
depend on their different emotional, social and cultural situations, as will my perception
(Allan 1998). For this reason, what becomes known about the social actions in the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape ‘lived in our own time’ is not to be construed as the reflection of
what is there. Instead, socially constituted knowledge reflects the transformation of the
experience into a new perspective, a form of cultural expression of reality, as it is believed to
exist as a personal and environmental engagement (Gergen 1994, p202). The postmodern and
poststructural approaches to this engagement are through linguistic systems, which are about
the acquisition of language: systems of cultural signals and symbols, the terms that are used
by people in relationship. ‘Its constraints would not essentially be experiential but social’
(Gergen 1994, p201).
Of course, the social construction of knowledge, even in its extreme, does not restrict the
empathic researcher to a reality of personal and environmental space that is purely subjective
and completely variable. An interpersonal exchange, at some point in the social dialogue
between disciplines and between individuals, is necessary to determine the agreed nature of
things (Gergen 1994, p202). An example of such a social dialogue has been provided above in
the context of the ‘Melrose Valley’ survey. However, this socially constituted knowledge is
capable of almost perpetual variation that then, subject to broad social agreement, enters into
the commonly accepted concepts of culture that constitute (and may, in turn, potentially
change) the social order (Gergen 1994, p203).
For knowledge to acquire meaning, it requires some form of resolution beyond a purely
primal sensory origin. The rules that govern the social processes - sensory, emotional or
cognitive - that constitute knowledge are shaped by the values within the inherent patterns of
culturally structured language of experience and perception that are continuously changing
with new knowledge and negotiated meaning (Allan 1998). Because of culture, our sense of
reality is endowed with multiple layers of meanings that are then interpreted according to
existing situated cultural frameworks. To apply meaning to a socio-cultural landscape, it must
first be experienced as the subjective perspective of a self-aware being. In the context of this
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research project I fulfil the role of supplying that self-aware perspective of the interaction of
Ngunawal Elders’ ways of knowing with my own. Knowledge generated from this experience
then becomes a focus, a point of departure and a threshold moment of emergence, for social,
cultural and environmental engagement (Allan 1998, pp84-89).
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 3
Culture shapes practical knowledge of a relationship between personal and environmental
space into language. However, cultural knowledge is itself socially constituted through
subjective perspectives of the signals and symbols experienced and perceived by self-aware
people in relationship with environmental other.
Socially constituted knowledge emerges from an interaction of subjective and abstract
knowledge. This interaction of differences can never be absolute or perfectly matched and
‘truth’ remains a variable. The different perspectives that shape socially constituted
knowledge are determined by the personal positioning of individuals-in-their-environment in
an ongoing alternation between the processes of reflexivity and praxis.
The interaction of the personal and environmental in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape
becomes the focus for the development of a language to adequately convey a perceptually and
experientially variable interactive space. My adoption of the term ‘interactive space’ as an
abstract universal provides the concept of space with an extensive canvas for the articulation
of all of the nuances of the extremely broad range of social, cultural and environmental
meanings, in a more comprehensive perception of reality. Interactive space is not a universal
category of meaning.
In such a case, I will not understand with certainty something that initially seems intangible. I
therefore focus on re-evaluating the suppositions and terms that I use to form an empathic
understanding. I engage critically with the philosophical conventions of knowledge and
perception (as, for example, in Nietzsche’s three metamorphoses). This leads me to explore
the idea of something that would be the equivalent of combining Nietzsche’s reflexivity and
Ryle’s anti-essentialism in an anti-foundational approach to creating an emergent language of
a methodological theory.
Interactive space is characterised by perspectives that develop from multiple layers of social,
cultural and environmental implications, arising from different ways of knowing. Reflexivity
helps me negotiate the permeable boundaries between features, structures and objects, and
subjective feelings and abstract thoughts of interactive space.
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The language of reflexivity in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape is practiced in and
emerges from interactive space ‘lived in our own time’. I interact with the subjective and the
abstract by recognising the physical and metaphorical dimensions of the socio-cultural
landscape. Recognising that the form of language shapes its content and method of
communication, I combine practical, emotional and cognitive aspects of experience.
The coherency of my thesis, as a synthesis of emergent methodology with empathic
understanding, relies on making clear connections between the different elements of socially
constituted knowledge. The narrative of my thesis gains coherence during the final
presentation of interactive space by using the linear logic of communicating an explanation of
my evolving philosophical underpinnings, while still exploring the spatial logic and creative
possibilities of juxtaposing different elements of empathic understanding through
transforming self. Told as a spatial narrative presented and interpreted through juxtaposing
people, places and events, a transcultural interpretation of territory emerges from mapping
physical, cognitive and emotional pathways connecting a seemingly incoherent relationship,
as a complementary hybrid perspective. To that end I have introduced interactive space, as a
broad concept of space, in which to generate a hybrid set of signals and symbols, constituted
through my interaction with Ngunawal ways of knowing and perceiving the world, using
personal and researcher perspectives. I will now discuss my emergent methodology, which
provides different ways to generate a hybrid set of signals and symbols while developing an
empathic understanding of Ngunawal territory.
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CHAPTER 4
EMERGENT METHODOLOGY - HOW TO UNDERSTAND INTERACTIVE
SPACE
I have found that the tension between coherence and incoherence in a narrative, produced by
the juxtaposition of defining experiences, signals and symbols of Ngunawal culture and my
own, is the catalyst for the interaction of different and, sometimes, contradictory perspectives.
I have also found that much of the incoherency affecting both my analysis of different ways
of knowing and my participation in another’s world view is caused by the theoretical and
methodological baggage that I, as researcher, carry with me as I enter the narrative context of
another’s culture. For example, in an interaction between Ngunawal culture and my own,
causal linear logic is found wanting when I am trying to present intangible spatial
relationships. It is for that reason that I use a spatial narrative to communicate my developing
empathic understanding. The spatial narrative becomes the means of presenting the
incoherency of what, to me, were initially intangible elements defining Ngunawal territory,
while explaining the pathways connecting the various stages of my emergent methodology.
I have divided Chapter 4 into sub-chapters to show how I develop my methodology, creating
a cross-cultural understanding of the meanings of Ngunawal territory, presented in terms of
the hybridity of interactive space. I have presented the various stages of that process as
follows:
•

Chapter 4.1

The transcultural perspective

•

Chapter 4.2

The transdisciplinary, transcultural perspective

•

Chapter 4.3

The transformational, transdisciplinary, transcultural perspective.
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CHAPTER 4.1
THE TRANSCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
The language of interactive space is a means to broadly define territory.
In this chapter I discuss Ngunawal territory in terms of:
•

language and interactive space

•

the subjective experience of permeable boundaries

•

the spatial narrative of a storied line

•

the politics, history and symbolism of the Ngunawal spatial narrative

•

objects in a socially constituted spatial narrative

•

a sequence of subjective and conceptual positions and perspectives that have
contributed to socially constituted knowledge that emerges as a spatial narrative.

LANGUAGE AND INTERACTIVE SPACE
I have previously explained that understanding interactive space begins with a personal sense
of movement and change that occurs through the interaction of subjective and abstract
knowledge of a socio-cultural landscape. This interaction, experienced as the personal and
environmental space of ecological identification, in turn contributes to the definition of
territory. In this chapter I discuss Ngunawal territory, as I perceive it, in terms of the abstract
concept of interactive space, the subjective experience of permeable boundaries, the spatial
narrative of a storied line, the Ngunawal Native Title claim and the objects of socially
constituted spatial narrative.
Lived experience can be perceived as the ‘real’ space of social practice. Lived experience is
also perceived as the ‘ideal’ space of the abstract, the mental space of cognitive reflection and
symbolism. Each presumes and underpins the other (Lefebvre 1991, p14).
Lefebvre (1991) uses the unifying qualities of ‘production’ and ‘acts of producing’ as broad
terms (abstract universals) by which to recover some of the original broad meaning of the
concept of space as a more comprehensive perception of reality (Lefebvre 1991, p14). With
my focus on the unique experience generated in the organically evolving interactive space of
an original creative moment, for my purposes, this works equally as well if I exchange the
label of ‘production’, which for me is loaded with Marxist overtones and materialism, for
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‘creation’.1 My focus is on the space that is between, within and around the objects of
territory, not on production or the producing of them. The act of producing space (material or
otherwise) may then be perceived as the equivalent of creating space: an alternative space for
reflection, a space between the physical of social practice and the theoretically ideal, a space
of transformation (therefore inclusive of time) for the emergence of perception and experience
that is not tied to the incidence of material culture. The conceptualisation of space is a creative
process defined by an engagement with concepts and their relations. My language of space is
articulated through an unfolding reflexivity of abstract thought, senses and emotions,
performance and practice like that of Lefebvre (Lefebvre 1991, p15), but with emphasis on
communicating what happens in the original creative moment from which the signals and
symbols of an interactive space evolve.
Lefebvre questions whether language must exist before space can be socially constituted as a
system of signals of relationship, or if language arrives with or following the constitution of
space (Lefebvre 1991, p16). This is one of the imponderables and is, to my mind, of little
consequence to the experience and perception of interactive space. Language emerges as a
system of signals of relationship from the initial reflexive stages of a practical experience of
interactive space. At a cultural level, language has the capacity to organise an apparently
disordered practical and sensory experience of things as they are presented to us and as we
become aware of them, subject to our different social and cultural perspectives. However,
Lefebvre’s additional question of how language allows space to be experienced and
perceived, and to what degree (Lefebvre 1991, p17), reflects the problem that I grapple with
as I present interactive space in terms of Ngunawal territory.
When I work with Don and Ruth, we walk territory as pathways of social, cultural and
environmental connection. This landscape is open Yellow Box - Red Gum woodland, and
grassland. In the present day, this is typically located within the survey pegs of a state or
territory government boundary or the fence line of a rural property. It may also be in parkland
hidden in the midst of an urbanised city precinct. The oldest trees date back some 200 to 300
years and more, remnant signals of the territory of the Ngunawal community prior to British
colonisation. We might also encounter stone artefacts, stone direction indicators and
ceremonial arrangements, scarred trees, and places that are either warm and inviting or cold

1
Refer to Chapter 2 for my discussion of different perceptions of time and space and my reasons for my preference of the
term ‘creation’ over ‘production’.

94

and unwelcoming. We walk and respond to what we personally feel and see in the
environment around us, sharing our knowledge and various cultural insights in conversations,
which, in turn, shape our individual and collective understanding of the experience.
When we are walking on raised land, a hill or high saddle between mountaintops perhaps, we
might look out towards the distant ranges or visually trace the flow of the watercourses that
have formed the valleys and plains below. In times past, to have access to long distance views
and knowledge of the pathways through them was important for survival. For instance,
Ngunawal people were reassured by the presence of water and by the open distance between
themselves and the smoke of friendly or hostile campfires, which signalled news, invitation
and intention. The open distance and the smoke of campfires also performed for shepherds in
colonial times as they did for the Ngunawal people. Don and Ruth have taught me that to look
out into the landscape is to visualise what presents itself in the environment, and that what we
visualise is shaped as our personal identification and sense of place, our role in life, and our
interests and associations adjust our focus.
Perceiving Ngunawal territory as a visual experience that is affected by emotional and
conceptual focus recognises people as spatial beings (Lefebvre 1991). By this I mean that
people are emotional and conceptual spaces in themselves. They are emotionally and
conceptually affected by, and function in, broader external environments. The boundaries
between internal and external are not absolute. As it is socially constituted between, within
and around the objects of Ngunawal culture and my own, I consider the culture of this space,
at least in theoretical terms, to be similar to what might emerge from an interactive space of
abstract thought, senses and emotions, performance and practice. More specifically, the
character of that interactive space would resemble something after the juxtaposition of
Lefebvre’s socially constituted space (discussed above); the ‘spatial practice’ of de Certeau
(1984) and the ‘third space’ of Bhabha (1994) and Soja (2007 (1996)).
The creative tension of the interactive space is revealed through a process of reflexivity by
creating a language to reflect the movement and change of experience and perception through
stories and images, a form of spatial narrative. As de Certeau (1984) says, whether words [or
images] of everyday activities or work of literary merit, stories are ‘a spatial practice’ (de
Certeau 1984, p115). Just as an image can perform a mundane documentation while
simultaneously reflecting the sublime experience of high aesthetics, stories organise a walk or
journey through space and time ‘before or during the time the feet perform it’. Stories
construct ‘geographies of actions’ at the same time as ‘drifting into the common places of an
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order’ (de Certeau 1984, p116).2 ‘Stories carry out a labour that constantly transforms places
into spaces and spaces into places. They also organize the play of changing relationships
between places and spaces’ (de Certeau 1984, p118). ‘Stories are spatial trajectories’
(Simonsen 2004, p55).
Likewise, and relevant to the creation of an empathic language with which to communicate a
spatial narrative of Ngunawal territory, the culture of ‘third space’ conceptualises interactive
space as an alternative space of reflexive practice that is characterised by ‘hybridity’ (of
experience and reflection) (Interview with Bhabha in Rutherford 1990, pp208-211). As a
creative reflexive practice, hybridity ‘displaces the histories that constitute it’. Hybridity
decentralises the established origins, authorships and the authorities of individual cultural
positions and perspectives (it does not replace them) to allow other perspectives to emerge.
Language emerges from positions and perspectives that may not be directly traceable to the
concepts and practices that originally informed them. A language of signals and symbols
emerges from cultural interaction (as reflexive practice) reflecting the circumstances in which
the language itself is created. I do not merge the symbolism and the signals of Ngunawal
culture and my own. Spoken in my own voice, the language that results is now shaped by a
hybrid perspective.
As the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape is ‘lived in our own time’, as an empathic
researcher, it is also important, during this creation process, to be critically aware, as Soja
(Elspeth, Warf & Soja 2006, p820) insists, of the stifling effects of ingrained historical
conventions and truths that socialise our perception of interaction, movement and change. For
example, there is a need to vigorously challenge the privileging of texts, as linearly
progressive ‘historical truths’, over the results of other acts of creating metaphorical
presentations that are not textual and that may rely on the past as it is visualised, felt and
thought about in the present, and desired for the future. The terms of territory should be
constituted using multiple perspectives that are derived from the ontology of the objects and
subjects of lived space and the epistemology of historical limitations of concepts and
definitions (Turnbull 2005, p758). Cultural identification being both personal and
environmental, the terms of territory will not be people-centred nor will they be entirely
environmental. Cultural interests and awareness, as well as unconscious associations, will be

2

Both Heidegger and Bourdieu also contribute to the discussion of knowledge gained through the practical experience of
time and space and what we bring with us into the experience.
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various and changing because they develop from different personal perspectives of social
relations (Elspeth et al 2006, p820).
However, without a notion of territory, the perception of interactive space and the language
used to structure it is fragmented. The subjective experience, as an interaction of an individual
self and the symbolism of an institutional structure, is also fragmented (Allan 1998, pp52-53).
The meaning of interactive space as an abstract universal will remain parochial if this
fragmentation is recognised solely for the value of challenging the historical truths of the
‘grand’ narratives. The conceptualisation of territory must be part of a reflexive process that
‘transforms the present into an expanded and eccentric site of experience and empowerment’
(Soja 2007 (1996) p143). Neither the historical truths nor the present-day perception of
territory should be viewed as separate or opposing, but both need to be experienced and
contemplated within a cohesive socially constituted knowledge.3 Language, then, emerges
through a dialogue of different perspectives of physical and metaphorical dimensions in the
interactive space that created it, as the signification of territory.
The words of a page of text or spoken narrative, the artefacts of practice and aesthetics, or the
abstract lines, shapes and spaces on a canvas, rock wall or map are all manifestations of
different cultural languages. In which case materiality (and the lack of it) reveals how society
organises its experience and perception of space, and values it aesthetically, economically,
environmentally and so on (Dodgshon 1998, pp182-183). Viewed in the context of ecological
identification, the perception of interactive space and the associated terms of territory will be
constituted by socially, environmentally and economically driven relationships articulated
through politically, historically, and ideologically shaped cultural languages. Territory will be
made meaningful not so much by materiality but by the fact that meaning manifests through
an engagement with concrete situations (Dodgshon 1998, p2).
This suggests that, in terms of Ngunawal territory, meaning will be achieved for me by a
focus on the creation of a perception, rather than on the objects of that perception. Unless this
is experienced first-hand the links made on a broad scale between its physical and
metaphorical manifestations will not be seen or perceivable. What can be rationalised across
different instances emphasises the cognitive aspects of people but neglects the more implicit
aspect of the emotional being. It is the emotional effect in association with its cultural

3

This is reminiscent of Haraway’s point about not blindly privileging subjugated knowledge to the expense of multiple
perspectives, to which I referred in the previous chapter. Subjugated knowledge is but one perspective of many and should be
included in the dialogue of socially constituted knowledge.
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manifestation that helps to make interactive space a felt reality. As a researcher, my
generalisations about interactive space in terms of territory should be made from within a
reflexive process that develops from the creativity of the subjective experience, not
rationalised across different examples of its materialisation (Allan 1998, pp53-54).
The experience of the reflexive transformation between the subjective experience and the
conceptual, as a personal understanding of knowledge of territory, exists in association with
the broader cultural patterns that also constitute Ngunawal social life. Relying on observation
is limited as a means to create knowledge of what I do not initially understand about personal
and environmental interaction and the cultural patterns that I perceive. Observation requires
the initial construction of focal points and the identification of tangible entities. Observation is
also based on the assumption that the natural entities that inhabit the environmental space
exist in stable relationships (Gergen 1994, pp8, 11). Whether they are stable or otherwise,
understanding our perception of these relationships is important to understanding the terms of
territory in which nature (the socially constituted knowledge of it at least) and culture are
often indistinguishable.
In the Ngunawal context, territory is experienced as a relationship of people and the land as a
living breathing entity. This is because the relationship of people and environment is
constituted using subjective knowledge. Under these circumstances, questions of
understanding cannot be answered using conventional distinctions between ‘natural’ and
‘cultural’, both people and environment being the embodiment of nature and culture and the
relationship between them being socially constituted. Knowledge would depend on social
negotiation within the variable cultural terms of a deeply subjective ecological system of
signals and symbols.
Whatever could not be supported by my own experience and observations of this ecological
system, as an empathic researcher, would depend on the terms of dialogue with Don and
Ruth, as the spokespersons for their community, and how I understood what is observable to
relate to what I was told and shown (Gergen 1994, p201). Compounding this is the fact that
the knowledge of Ngunawal ways comes after and is earned by various degrees of initiation
and personal maturity. Knowledge is socially negotiated and was only shared with me after I
had shown that I had learnt from and applied what was previously shown and told to me.
Involving subjective knowledge, the direction of dialogue follows emotional and conceptual
pathways of personal development as much as it follows the physical and temporal pathways
through Ngunawal territory.
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THE SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE OF PERMEABLE BOUNDARIES
I learned from Don and Ruth that dialogue forms out of the practical experience of a reflexive
exchange between people, the land and its waters, animals and plants, and engagement in
reflective actions and events over time. Such a language is specific to Ngunawal country. I
was shown that, as Abram (1997) was shown in the course of his own work elsewhere,
important elements in this exchange are events such as birth and death which tie people into
complex kinships that are governed, traditionally, by the rhythm of ecological cycles of the
environment. Knowledge of (for example) family networks of people; things I can see, hear or
feel, such as the courses of water, the sound of birds, the growth patterns of vegetation, the
presence of animals at a particular time of year; and the geomorphology all contribute signals
and symbols that determine a sense of belonging to a territory. Don and Ruth are implicit in
the reflexivity of my experience of Ngunawal territory, but they are neither subjects nor
objects of it.
Instead, I sympathetically respond to and empathise with the Ngunawal perception of
territory, which constitutes the contextual other, if only by setting what I perceive to be
sometimes-intangible boundaries. As I walked Ngunawal territory with Don and Ruth I
learned that the land is influenced by the power of the waters as it forms and gives life. The
waters carved pathways for the movement of people and animals and created both permeable
and impermeable ecological boundaries to that movement. At the same time, these pathways
act as a symbolic focus for the presentation of practical experience. I acknowledge the voices
of both Don and Ruth in shaping this perception of territory by presenting interactive space
as:
•

the land influenced by the power of the waters

•

inclusive of lived time, and

•

not separate from self.

How this broad perception of interactive space is conceptualised as territory depends on what
we expect of the boundaries between its different physical and metaphorical dimensions.
Whether the boundaries we perceive between mind, body and environment are absolute or
permeable will affect the language we use to articulate how we conceive territory.
Tindale’s presentation of Ngunawal territory serves as a particularly pertinent illustration of
how signals and symbols of space and line, for example, affect perception and experience of
territory. Tindale’s map of Ngunawal territory, as it is presented in ‘Aboriginal Tribes of
Australia’ (1974), is a presentation of socially constituted knowledge of Ngunawal territory.
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Tindale has presented what he understands of territory using different types of terms and
symbols to group people. ‘Tribe’ is one term he uses that has a spatial function. I will adopt
Tindale’s usage of ‘Tribe’ in this chapter. In this instance, ‘tribe’ has a specific ecological
definition that limits the radius of movement of people away from the pathways, tracks and
‘lines’ used to traverse living space (Tindale 1976, pp9, 38).4
However, when I use the term ‘tribal’ elsewhere in my thesis, I use it hesitantly. This is
because I am mindful of the extensive and confusing use of the term by early colonial settlers,
in surviving historical documentation. Mostly, it is difficult to determine if the settlers were
referring to different family groups, or to clans or to a larger language group. Family groups
or clans moved separately, but not independently, about land that may have been visited by
people from several different language groups that came together from time to time for
various reasons. Settlers’ accounts usually refer to remaining individuals of these groups and
the localities of different camps and gatherings, and rarely differentiate language and territory.
It is generally recognised that the ACT region stands at the junction of a number of languages.
Tindale visually delineates a tribe’s location using cartographic symbols and a brief word
narrative of their movements through country. His spatial presentation of Ngunawal territory
is abstract and requires the combined capabilities of visual and word description. People look
at his map and see what appears to be an unbroken line defining the perimeter of an area of
land. However, they read the words written in the accompanying brief text and find segments
of line linking locations within the same area of land. When drawn on a map these different
segments of line are not connected, although they indicate places that are connected by some
other experience of territory. This difference points to a recognition of geographically and
visually definable territory, and some intangible aspect that is obviously perceived and
expressed by Tindale yet not visible in the mapping process.
Tindale’s notes talk about different levels of experience in the various ecological relationships
he was interpreting in Aboriginal Australian society. However, a better understanding of how
Tindale interpreted territory is gained when the visual is combined more closely with the
word narrative supplied in his notes. Compare, in Figure 3, my tracing from Tindale’s map of
his outline of Ngunawal territory with my depiction of Tindale’s word description:
‘Queanbeyan to Yass, Tumut to Boorowa, and east to beyond Goulburn; On highlands west of
the Shoalhaven River’ (Tindale 1974, p198). Following European visual and cartographic

4

Refer to Peterson (1976) for a detailed discussion on the usage of the word ‘tribe’.
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conventions, Tindale’s visual depiction of Ngunawal territory appears as a line enclosing an
area of space on a map, but his words suggest that this line was not the ‘border’ of a tribal
space. Disregarding the blue lines that I have drawn, Tindale’s map conveys a compelling
image of indelible lines bounding contained space. However, his words (depicted by my blue
lines) convey a more intangible aspect of the definition of this bounded territory.

Figure 3 Tracing of the Ngunawal portion of Tindale’s map ‘Aboriginal Tribes Of Australia’
(1974). The red line is the boundary of Ngunawal ‘tribal’ territory drawn by Tindale on his map.
The blue lines are my depiction of his accompanying word description of the same territory.
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Confusion seems to emerge when social, cultural and environmental references for territory
are combined and then its limits presented using one bounding line (Peterson 1976 (a), p7).
For example, Jackson-Nakano (2001) appears to have taken Tindale’s definition of territory in
a literal sense, as being what she calls a ‘lineal concept of boundaries’ (Jackson-Nakano 2001,
p20), apparently without recognising what Tindale meant when he wrote of ‘country as a
“line” rather than an enclosed area’ (Tindale 1974, p129). While Tindale refers to information
given to him by an informant from a neighbouring territory, the uncertainty generated by the
use of the term ‘line’ is worth discussing in the context of conceptualising territory generally.
Tindale had been informed that Aboriginal Australians saw country in terms of lines.5
Tindale’s interpretation of territory boundaries is consistent with the existence of a concept of
line that has a very specific metaphorical meaning in the oral traditions of at least some
Aboriginal Australian cultures. This concept of line suggests that territorial associations are
also linked to places outside a territory’s ecological limits in a way that is not consistent with
space as it is understood in the land tenure system. Boundaries of territory, in the sense used
for colonial land tenure, are interpreted as being etched into the landscape, indelible as the
line of a road or a river on a map. The space between these lines may be understood as
territory that is enclosed, defined and concrete. The concept of line, in the Aboriginal
Australian sense, suggests that territory is not an enclosed area in a phenomenological sense,
which Tindale clearly notes (Tindale 1974, p129).
It is important to note that Tindale’s work was prepared for a specific purpose. Tindale spent
some 50 years researching Aboriginal Australian society to show that they had a concept of
territory (Tindale 1976, p12). His published map and accompanying explanatory notes
(Tindale 1974) and an additional paper published in Peterson (1976) two years later all
appeared to present territory in terms of a geographic sense of space. While limited in their
interpretation of the complexities of Aboriginal Australian cultural perception, these
publications are important. His map was designed to illustrate that the entire continent was in
fact organised into different environmental regions of individual ‘tribal’ identification. These
sometimes differed from social patterns based on political and economic networks and
linguistic associations (Peterson 1976 (b), pp50-71), or the cultural pathways of mythical
tracks (Berndt 1976, pp133-161). Tindale set out to counter the notion that the Australian

5
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socio-cultural landscape was one big open piece of land that Aboriginal Australian people
arbitrarily roamed.
In an effort to show that they were not just ‘free wanderers’ Tindale focused on ‘territoriality’
(Tindale 1976, p12). His map depicts tangible patterns of spatial distribution based on
geographical determinants. In the absence of substantial information about the spatial
distribution of individual groups of people, he used the term ‘tribe’, which means a ‘clearly
bounded, basic social and spatial unit of traditional society’, as his initial theoretical
framework by which to categorise the social organization of geographical space (Peterson
1976 (a), pp1, 2). He mapped the distribution of uniform traits, including a range of
environmental controls (Tindale 1976, p2), to show a significant localised presence of people
with strong common geographically defined associations (Peterson 1976 (a), p10).
The term ‘tribal’, as Tindale uses it, embraces predetermined notions of family territory or
limits of movement, but contributes a broad meaning to the concept of ‘boundary’ of location.
Conceptualising territory becomes even more difficult because its definition is linked to an
experience of familiarity (as in the ignorance of dangers) that serves as a limitation to
movement (Tindale 1974, p9). A difference in the character of the land, climate, vegetation,
animals, geological resources, water sources, and the seasonal yield of food and the like,
would all serve to delimit ‘tribal’ identification (see also Tindale 1974, p19). Tribal
identification is influenced by geography but is extended by family networks into
neighbouring areas through the knowledge exchange that occurs in the directions of continued
social and cultural contact and communication. Knowledge of resources or habits is socially
constituted. The greatest deterrents to straying too far from recognised paths are the fears of
meeting hostile strangers and of not knowing how to find food and water (Tindale 1974, p9).
Tindale’s intention was to show that when tribal boundaries coincided broadly with ecological
changes in the landscape they tended to demonstrate a ‘greater degree of stability than if such
boundaries were determined by historical accident’ (Tindale 1976, p14). His methods have
been judged to be the subject of geographical determinism (Peterson 1976), but Tindale
clearly understood the effect of the permeability of ecological boundaries in the definition of
geographical territory. Therefore, the lines drawn on his map cannot be interpreted as finite
lines of discontinuity (Tindale 1976, p14). Tindale’s stated ecological understanding of tribal
territories and boundaries means that territory cannot be viewed as absolute or entirely
enclosed (Tindale 1974, pp57, 58, 61, 65, 68, 69, 75; Tindale 1976, pp12-29).
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Introducing the notion of permeability into the definition of territory means that boundaries
are perceived to be more like ecological frontiers that are not so easily delineated or
articulated. Frontier-like boundaries are variable, changing with the shifting patterns of
ecological cycles and of people interacting with them. The intangibility of permeable
boundaries that are socially constituted and culturally articulated through the personal and
environmental interaction of ecological identification contributes to the incompatibility of
general Aboriginal Australian definitions of territory with, for example, the criteria of Native
Title claims (Lilley 2000; Turnbull 2005). When ecological frontiers are combined with the
metaphorical dimensions of vast networks of trading routes, ancestral pathways of spirit
beings, song-lines and the like, across the Australian continent, the terms of ‘line’ and ‘space’
in the conceptualisation of territory needs to be understood in the broadest sense of their
meanings.
THE SPATIAL NARRATIVE OF A STORIED LINE
Permeability means that boundaries between the practical, physical dimensions in the
interaction of personal and environmental space can be penetrated. Places, people and events
are ordered in space and time through emotional and cognitive processes (Turnbull 2005,
p767). These provide a spatial narrative through reflection and for reflection.
Storied lines (Tindale 1974) are constructed between places and events that are perceived to
be embedded in the features of the landscape of a territory, and eventually become embodied
in people through their personal identification with the landscape in which they are
participating (Bird Rose 2002). The boundaries of territory may be unseen, open, interrelated
terrains of mind, body and environment that are permeable and shifting, rather than absolute
(Turnbull 2005; Strang 1997; Muecke 1992; Hodge 1999; Tindale 1974; Peterson 1976;
Flood 1976 and 1980).
According to Tindale (1974), the concept of a storied line comes from the oral traditions of
some of the Aboriginal Australian communities of various regions and is used to delineate
territory. A storied line defines the living space of the narrator’s country or clan territory.
Recognising the value of a storied line has led me to understand how lines of spatial narrative
can be used to reconceptualise territory. A storied line acts, in a metaphorical way, as a
transformative reflexive space in which to articulate the personal and environmental aspects
of ecological identification, which I perceive to be intrinsic to conceptualising Ngunawal
territory. The concept of line in this context is not linear in the cartographic sense.
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Tindale has described how the delineation of territory by storied line may start as a circular
mark or hole made in the sand with a stick or a finger. The circle may represent a source of
water, the narrator’s place of birth or residence, or the place of origin of an ancestral being or
creation story. The name of this place is spoken and the narration that maps territorial space
begins. A line is drawn on the ground from this point to symbolise the journey to another
place that may be an initiation place or the place that is the subject of discussion; the line
traces significant water sources and resting places on the journey in between. The line
depicting the story may eventually finish at the place where the narrative cycle began; the
meaning of the circle changing after its renaming. During the drawing of this line the narrator
may move about while telling the story, perhaps acting out different aspects of the journey,
perhaps moving in a line or even in a circle across the ground. The markings on the ground,
having only temporary significance as visual aids in support of the narrative, may be
obliterated in the making of new markings. The image of the journey that is presented and
marked out on the ground is not as important as the one impressed on the audience (Tindale
1974, pp38, 39).
In other words, a storied line is more like a spatial narrative that, depending on its context,
varies the concept of ‘boundary’ in terms of thought and perception (Turnbull 2005, pp757,
767). The meaning varies with how broadly the concepts of space and line are perceived and
experienced. As Turnbull (2005) explains, ‘people live in a multiplicity of spatialities’,
something I would call the social, cultural and environmental tension of interactive space. He
says that this tension is effectively between ‘movement and fixity, between simplicity and
complexity, between order and disorder, between similarity and difference, and between
inside and outside’. Unlike entrenched concepts of rationalised duality, in an Aboriginal
Australian context Turnbull believes that this multiplicity and tension is implicitly understood
as ‘boundaries are to cross’.6
Boundaries are permeable and allow movement between the different spaces of mind, body
and environment, which are shaped and communicated through various cultural languages
(Turnbull 2005, p757). Boundaries are perceived and are thus created through a combination
of epistemological and ontological knowledge that should not be presumed. As knowledge is
socially constituted the boundaries of these different forms of knowledge are permeable and
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Turnbull points to a major compilation of anthropological work by Peter Sutton discussing the conceptualising and mapping
of Aboriginal Australian tribal areas (Turnbull 2005, p259). (Refer to Sutton (1995), also see Lilley (2000) in regards to the
contribution of archaeology and Native Title).
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must be conceived reflexively rather than in constantly disputed terms of separation (Turnbull
2005, p758). For instance, the spatial narrative that I have created, articulated below and in
the following chapters, while remaining consistent with the boundaries of Ngunawal territory
that Don and Ruth described to me, is neither about Ngunawal culture nor about my own. My
aim is to present my experience of ecological identification situated in a created alternative
reflexive space between the two. My emergent self-awareness becomes apparent through a
sequence of threshold moments in the hybridity of reflexive practice (Somerville 2007).
In the interactive space of this reflexive practice there is a three-way tension involving the
physicality of my experience, the expression of my emotional and cognitive responses, and
the communication of the meaning of those experiences and responses to my scholarly peers.
To communicate this I have created a sequence of exegeses - interpretive spatial narratives of
thickly descriptive words (Ryle 1971 (a); Geertz 1973; Goodall 2000) and images (Rose
2007; Riessman 2008, p143). Each supports the other to communicate how my understanding
of interactive space affects my conceptualisation of Ngunawal territory. I use the evocative
power of thick description (Ryle 1971 (a)) and the visually explicit process of images to
actualise my changing understanding. Explicitly communicating this knowledge using a
sequence of words and images allows my scholarship to be traced through an empathic
narrative of emerging ecological identification. As the explicit self in this sequence I am also
conscious of creating a new narrative of Ngunawal territory that, as Somerville (1999) points
out, can potentially displace others (Somerville 1999, p5).
However, I seek to emplace, rather than displace, the Ngunawal spatial narrative. I do not
attempt to explain the subjective and conceptual essence of Ngunawal territory. Nor do I seek
to define the spatial narrative exclusively in terms of my own cultural conventions by
separating mind, body and environment. My conceptualisation of Ngunawal territory does not
reduce it to one invariable sense of interactive space or another. I acknowledge all of the
different experiences of territory that I perceive to be functioning (those that can be physically
measured and otherwise) in the one reflexive dialogue. My knowledge is grounded in the
personal experience of the interactive space that is between, within and around objects, places
and events which I articulate in the terms of interacting, interconnecting (or sometimes
parallel) individual narratives of ecological identification.
The narrative uses a juxtaposition of different manifestations of spatial experience by
establishing links and associations between people, places and events.
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The emergent subdominant narrative is one in which boundaries are recognised as
being as much about engaged, embodied, movement, multiplicity, and
communication as they are about representations of limits and exclusion (Turnbull
2005, p767).

Recognising boundaries about engaged, embodied, movement, multiplicity, and
communication is best illustrated by the Ngunawal Native Title claim (Ngunawal (NSW),
Application, National Native Title Tribunal, NC00/1, 2 March 2000 – ‘the claim’).7 The claim
briefly articulates the politics, history and symbolism of the Ngunawal narrative space. The
claim contributes to an ongoing dialogue that is challenging definitions of territory, accepted
‘truths’ about the relationship between the past and the present and the general perception of
traditional Aboriginality. The claim explains how Ngunawal people identify with the space
and time of their environment as Ngunawal country. The claim’s narrative of living history
has contributed to the interpretation and regeneration of recognised language, definitions and
boundaries of the Ngunawal community. The progress of the claim provides the Ngunawal
community with social (political and historical) recognition and cultural (symbolic) visibility
in the conceptualisation of territory using the broader meaning of interactive space.
THE POLITICS, HISTORY AND SYMBOLISM OF THE NGUNAWAL SPATIAL
NARRATIVE
Native Title is about claiming rights and interests in a place by proving a continuous
connection of particular people with that place over time. For a Native Title claim application
to be accepted, a claim group must first show that they and their predecessors have an
association with the area. They must show that traditional laws and customs exist that are
acknowledged and observed by the claim group. The claim group has to have continued to
claim their rights and interests in a manner that is consistent with traditional laws and customs
(Native Title Act 1993, S 190B (5)). In terms of the law, the Ngunawal community have to
prove that they and their predecessors have been continuously exercising these rights since
before the crown acquired sovereignty (McDonald 2000, p55).
Aboriginal Australian communities are generally faced with challenging a perception widely
held in the general Australian community: ‘that authentic and traditional Aboriginality lies
only in the distant pre-colonial past’ (Harrison 2000, p35). The decision made in the High
Court Yorta Yorta Native Title case of 1998, for instance, illustrated that ‘the authentically

7
This claim was discontinued, but reactivated on 6/8/2009 (Federal Court NSD808/09, Tribunal File NCO9/3 – area of
description SE NSW, 14437 sq km).
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“Indigenous” can only be found in the deep past or in the most remote parts of Australia’
(Harrison 2000, p35). Successfully challenging that perception helps redefine what
Aboriginality means in the present-day community context. Where there has been massive
social and cultural disruption to a community over a long period of time, successfully
challenging such perceptions is difficult.
Much of this perception can be attributed to the common practice of relying on 19th century
descriptions as the authority on traditional Aboriginal customs and practices. The idea of
tradition is thus locked firmly in the past with the individuals who created it. Tradition is seen
as unchanging or passive. If customs have changed and traditions have adapted to suit the
circumstances of the day then they are no longer acknowledged as the same as those of the
past. There is a separation of the past from the present with no acknowledgment of the role in
history of the circumstances and distinctiveness of individuals tasked with maintaining
connection (Harrison 2000, p36).
There has been a general perception throughout ‘white’ Australia’s history that Aboriginal
Australian people and their culture were on an inevitable downward spiral from the moment
that British colonists landed here (Harrison 2000, p36). This perception is particularly
difficult to dispel where colonisation is most visible, having resulted in a high degree of social
and cultural assimilation and urban development. The perception is fuelled by the adoption of
British and European modes of dress and housing by Aboriginal Australian people and by the
ever-diminishing areas of rural and ‘natural’ landscape.
However, this linking of ‘inevitable’ cultural decline to material change in the Australian
landscape overlooks the resilience of Aboriginal Australian traditions and customs.
Archaeology has provided evidence that Aboriginal Australian society experienced periods of
‘rapid and dramatic changes’ in the times prior to British colonisation that are of comparable
effect to those after the British contact period (Hallam 1987, pp50-52; Mulvaney &
Kamminga 1999, p273). Aboriginal Australian social and cultural connection is not always
directly linked in a linear way to an ancient past. Archaeologists have been instrumental in
showing that Aboriginal Australian society has been an adaptable and changing society.
(Harrison 2000, pp37-38).
A preoccupation with demonstrating, in terms of thousands of years, increasingly older dates
of Aboriginal Australian occupation has at times encouraged the perception that current
Aboriginal Australian identity and connection is not ‘authentic’ (Harrison 2000, p38). This
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perception misses the significance of the connection with culture and environment (as
country) maintained by Aboriginal Australians when, for example, they lived on mission
reserves (as Don and Ruth did), yet continued to travel about the region to visit places socially
and culturally important to their families (Harrison 2000, p38). Because these visits, and the
stories that accompany them, can be remembered from the lifetime of the story-teller and
articulated through oral history, ‘a direct historical continuity’ can be shown between people
and places through living memory of the site (Harrison 2000, p43).
Aboriginal Australian traditions have their roots in the pre-colonial past, but they are by no
means limited by the circumstances of that time (McDonald 2000, p55). The over-emphasis
of the ‘authenticity’ of the ancient past ignores the fact that traditional Aboriginal Australian
society is adaptable. Participating in the Native Title process allows the Elders to formally
assert the continuous nature of the special relationship with the land, with the place, with the
interactive space of country. This relationship translates into the right to make decisions
concerning possession, occupation, and the use and enjoyment of the land (McDonald 2000,
p55).
In their claim the Ngunawal community describes how ‘maintaining a relationship to
traditional country’ involves ‘the sharing of indigenous foods taken on the area of the claim’
(Ngunawal (NSW) Application, re S 190B (5) (c)). They have described how they were
educated in Ngunawal laws and customs and were taught to exercise due respect for burial
sites and other spiritual places. Their right of access to the land as Ngunawal country is
supported by the fact that family members were born, camped, hunted and have been buried
there. There is evidence of the Ngunawal community’s use of traditional medicines obtained
from the area and that they have hunted there. Continuing the practice of eating traditional
food is an essential means of maintaining the Ngunawal community’s relationship with the
land. This relationship is further supported by the fact that neighbouring groups recognise the
need to ask for permission to use resources of Ngunawal country and that the Ngunawal
community have claimed the right to trade in these resources (Ngunawal (NSW) Application,
re S 190B (6)).
The narrative embedded in the Ngunawal native title claim amounts to the telling of
Ngunawal culture ‘lived in our own time’ as it has adapted to changing circumstances brought
about since colonisation. Part of the narrative of that history includes 19th century accounts by
colonial settlers of traditional activities conducted by Aboriginal Australians of the area.
However, these 19th century accounts should not be held as the sole authority on Aboriginal
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Australian traditional activities. Apart from differences in cultural perception, traditions
practised in the modern context will appear differently to those that were practised in the past,
and those of the past had usually changed in response to the circumstances of colonisation.
For the Ngunawal community, present-day means of maintaining the relationship with the
land involve lobbying Federal and Territory Governments, participation in community
development programs, heritage and river catchment management committees, community
education, natural environmental projects and Aboriginal Australian advisory committees,
researching family history and locating and conserving significant heritage places and objects.
If these present day activities are compared directly with 19th century accounts of traditional
Aboriginal activities there is not much visible similarity, but their symbolic meaning in terms
of Ngunawal sense of place has not altered.
Traditional laws and customs serve to help the community maintain identification and sense
of place. The ‘affective or feeling response to place’, which would be supported by the
practice of these laws and customs, is central to a sense of place. Sense of place is probably
best described as ‘the interplay of emotion, knowledge and action with reference to place’,
with an emphasis on ‘the way in which people experience and feel about the enfolded
meanings, activities and landscapes’ (Altman & Lowe quoted in Cameron 2004, paragraphs 8,
9). A sense of place will vary with the way in which traditional laws and customs are
interpreted and practiced.
Sense of place forms the basis for the ecological identity of a community (Thomashow 1995,
p192). The expression of sense of place allows the definition of a community to extend
beyond the limits of artificial geographical boundaries to include the full extent of the
interactive space of its territory. Integral to this is the role of individual sensation and the
importance of the articulation of these sensations (de Certeau 1984). The story as it is told is a
spatial metaphor of a journey through interactive space as a person moves from place to place
(Metzner 1995, paragraph 29). The expression of the experience of community through story
will articulate more than the concept of community and thus territory. It will, more likely,
reveal personal and collective knowledge derived from a feeling of belonging.
Story (spoken or acted) is a sequence of physical and metaphorical movements through
‘space’ that provides a ‘place’ with meaning. As the sequence is repeated a sense of
familiarity arises from ritualising the practice and people begin to identify with a place. Leach
(2005) draws on the work of Butler and Fortier to expand on de Certeau, by saying that
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repetition of a practice, at times ritualised, is an ‘acted out’ form of identification with place
and a sense of belonging. This suggests a way that ‘communities might colonise various
territories’ using actions or the sequence of movements or ritual practices that are performed
in a culturally defined spatial setting, a place with the qualities of architectural space, to form
a specific attachment to place (Leach 2005, pp300-301). Communities and the spaces they
identify with are ‘imagined’. ‘Imagining a community … “is both that which is created as
common history, experience or culture of a group – a group’s belongings – and about how the
imagined community is attached to places – the location of culture”’. Cultural objects
[physical or metaphorical symbols, including people’s stories] are then constructed to mark
the boundaries of ‘imagined’ cultural territories, which become ‘spaces of belonging’ from
which a sense of identity emerges (Leach 2005, pp301-302). ‘As individuals [and groups]
identify with an environment, so their identity comes to be constituted through that
environment’ (Leach 2005, p308).
The Ngunawal community have described in their Native Title claim the practice of eating
and sharing traditional resources as an important means for maintaining the kinship with the
land. This suggests to me that there are different meanings and levels of interpretation
inherent in the terms and practice of sharing. The sharing and the connection to the land have
symbolic dimensions. The Ngunawal claim establishes association with the nourishing land
through the right to hunt, eat the food, which is itself of the land - the earth as a maternal
metaphor - and share it with others. The telling of related Dreaming stories provides a
continuing interpretation of ancient lore. In the present, the right to know the various levels of
meaning is earned and understood with the coming of age and the passing of special cultural
and social rites of passage, and knowledge is passed from generation to generation. This is
ecological identification that goes beyond the physical or any economic meaning.
In a symbolic sense, the word Ngunawal,8 the animals, landscape features and objects, the
land itself, take on more and different significance depending on circumstances and the level
at which they are being perceived. Aboriginal Australian people generally perceive that the
recognition of this symbolism, a link between individuals, the ancestral past and the land,
constitutes another important means of continuing the traditional relationship. Sharing, in this
sense, is the consequence of a participatory interrelationship between Aboriginal Australian

8

The spelling is itself a symbol of politics and affiliation. I will have more to say about these issues in Chapter 4.2.
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people and the land. In a culture of dualism, however, the deeper more symbolic meanings of
feeling and being are intangible and remain largely invisible.
The Native Title claim, for the Ngunawal community, is an attempt to achieve recognition of
traditional land rights to Ngunawal country as they are asserted in the present day. To date the
courts have shown limited recognition of the capacity of traditional Aboriginal Australian
laws and customs to adapt to changed circumstances. There is a significant emphasis placed
on material evidence and on what is historically documented and archaeologically visible.
The documentation of what traditions and customs are perceived to have been like prior to
colonisation is recognised as more authentic than the knowledge and understanding of the
people practising them in the present day. This is basically a causal approach to evidencebased history, data and truth. The record is quite often that of a colonial settler or a researcher
raised in a different culture. The record may be faithfully written but all too often the story is
interpreted in isolation from the varying levels of the multiple meanings of the features,
objects and activities being observed. It is often forgotten that what is not visible or
observable is as important as what is. The cultural record is often presented within
chronological and geographic divisions, missing intangible differences.
OBJECTS IN A SOCIALLY CONSTITUTED SPATIAL NARRATIVE
The requirement of evidentiary proof of the relationship between people and land in Native
Title law, particularly following the landmark High Court Mabo 2 decision (Mabo and Others
v. Queensland (No.2) (1992) 175 CLR 1, F.C. 92/014), impacts on the recorded evidence and
the interpretation of ‘truths’ furnished by historical narratives. ‘Proof’ and ‘onus’ are concepts
associated with the empirical methodology of science and law. They are applied to Aboriginal
Australian people when they claim Native Title. Aboriginal Australian people need to ‘prove’
their culture under Australian legal requirements. This is despite the truths of both cultures
being utterly different.
Proving connections between people, objects and a specific place is very difficult if there are
no rigid boundaries, no physical or documentary remnant of a permanent dwelling, no
artefacts or other physical signs of activities that might have occurred at that place. Even
when there is a paper trail of documentation, as any family historian can attest, it is difficult to
prove either that what went on at that place is directly linked to a particular present-day
individual, or that the individual’s present-day circumstance is directly linked to the land,
traditions and customs of their ancestors. Aboriginal Australian people have a deep
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interrelationship with the land that they inhabit. This interrelationship was invisible to the
British culture that colonised Australia. Yet on appealing to the Australian legal system,
Aboriginal people face a burden of proof in which the invisible and intangible are key
elements but, by definition, unrecognised.
Likewise, research processes that are evidence-based, with an emphasis on uncovering
causation, operate with the fundamental assumption that something is only explained after its
cause is revealed. This evidence-based research paradigm is consistent with Australian laws
and with values of rational linear connection. These laws and values stem from the acceptance
of agreed truths that are not necessarily the truths of the Aboriginal Australian culture that is
being examined. For example, a fundamental assumption of evidence-based research is the
dualistic separation of the physical from the non-physical. However, the traditional culture of
Aboriginal Australians does not make the same distinction. The significance of a physical
feature in the landscape may not be due to something that is measurable or linearly connected.
The only indication of significance may be a story or the fact that people claim an emotional
or spiritual connection to it. There is no separation of the physical aspects of the feature from
a consciousness of it. In fact the consciousness of the feature may be more important than the
feature itself. Still the onus of proof, in terms of evidence-based research, often falls on the
Aboriginal Australian community.
The growing focus on Native Title since the Mabo 2 case has gradually influenced the spatial
narrative of research in the direction of the material dimensions of a perceived interactive
space, away from its metaphorical dimensions. The focus is on defining the boundaries of
‘place’ and the continuous connection of people to that place over time. Temporality is
measured as a chronological sequence, from past to present, with a defining reference
established at the commencement of colonial sovereignty. There is an increased reliance on
the texts and images of historical documentation by colonial administrators and settlers (in the
absence of any in a mainly oral tradition) and the materials of archaeological evidence. The
emphasis in the spatial narrative of the socio-cultural landscape has shifted away from the
cultural languages of Aboriginal Australian people towards the material culture of the
colonisers.
Materialism and the absolute boundaries of material objects shape the conceptualisation of
interactive space and how our understanding of it is articulated. This material focus, in turn,
shifts the emphasis of a language of space towards the limiting concepts of the two or three
dimensions of physical space and production. For instance, in the context of changes in the
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socio-cultural landscape over time, interactive space is perceived in terms of the visible
surface evidence of land use, economic practices and ideologies and the production of
associated structures, the manufacture of tools, other material artefacts and visual culture
generally. The conceptualisation of interactive space stays within boundaries of what can be
understood and articulated by the cultural languages used to define physical space. The act of
creating a spatial narrative of ecological identification and sense of place contributes a hybrid
perspective of socially constituted knowledge as it emerges from the interaction of various
cultural languages.
This thesis argues for a reconceptualisation of the spatial narrative away from just material
dimensions. How those of another culture may achieve this in an empathic way is the focus of
my emergent methodology.
A SEQUENCE OF SUBJECTIVE AND CONCEPTUAL POSITIONS AND
PERSPECTIVES THAT HAVE CONTRIBUTED TO SOCIALLY CONSTITUTED
KNOWLEDGE EMERGES AS A SPATIAL NARRATIVE.
My first approach to spatial narrative was to use reflexivity and praxis to generate a
transcultural perspective. This is exemplified in my earlier work on ‘Melrose Valley’,
discussed briefly as follows. The ‘Melrose Valley’ cultural survey that I conducted in 20032004 presents the first of a sequence of threshold moments in my spatial narrative. The survey
illustrates the objects that characterised the cultural interaction of my initial engagement with
the interactive space of Ngunawal territory (Figure 4).
Figure 4 Stone flakes and hammerstone with a camera lens cover to gauge scale.

When I am asked if ‘Melrose Valley’ is a ‘place’ or a ‘space’, I have answered that it is a
place. It is readily definable by geographically determined boundaries. However, beyond that,
and more accurately, my reply should be qualified - ‘Melrose Valley’ is ‘a place in interactive
space’ – I experience and perceive it more in the terms of a sense of place. I might stand
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within its visible boundaries and yet be engaged with the different focal points of community
interests and associations beyond those boundaries. These interests and associations have
varied over time and my interaction with them pulls me back and forth between the past and
the present.
De Certeau (1984) makes an important differentiation between space and place as a way of
defining the movement and boundaries of a journey. ‘A place (lieu) is the order (of whatever
kind) in accord with which elements are distributed in relationships of coexistence’. A place
is tangible and governed by predictable rules. The things that constitute a place are thought
about as separate entities lying adjacent to one another across the landscape rather than
overlapping through multiple dimensions. Place is an ‘instantaneous’ and ‘stable’ twodimensional manifestation of the intersection of co-ordinates on a map (de Certeau 1984,
p117). De Certeau goes on to explain space as supplying a context for place. Measurable
place is transformed into space by the movement of actions that shape and direct it, create
history, cause it to function as an interconnected collective of conflicting interests and
negotiated relationships. Space is made up of ‘vectors of direction, velocities, and time
variables’. Space is intangible because its meaning changes with the ‘actualisation’ of the
action or practice that defines objects of interest. The character of an object of interest - and,
so, the meaning of space - changes as it is influenced by ‘many different conventions, situated
as the act of a present (or of a time), and modified by the transformations caused by
successive contexts’. ‘Space is a practiced place’. Space is a place made up of a system of
cultural markers or symbols (de Certeau 1984, p117).
One way of appreciating the difference between space and place is ‘a determination through
objects that are ultimately reducible to their simplest physical form of being-there, of
something dead, the law of a “place”’. The other is
a determination through operations which, when they are attributed to a stone, tree, or
human being, specify ‘spaces’ by the actions of historical subjects (a movement
always seems to condition the production of a space and to associate it with a
history).

Stories, according to de Certeau, facilitate that movement. For example, a dead person’s life
may be reinstated in the physical world by associating the story of their history and character
with a monument. They are associated with a place through the symbolism of implanting an
object as a cultural marker, a connection between the dead person and those who bear a sense
of loss. The marker or monument may be a living tree or a lifeless stone. The story imbues the
place that this monument occupies with an emotional atmosphere. Our perception changes, so
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that in our own minds the dead person is helped to cross the boundary from our physical
world to a less tangible spiritual space. The place becomes a meaningful space that inspires a
sense of connection to that space facilitated by the monument and the place of its location. A
specifically identified place provides the tangible boundaries of an otherwise undefinable
emotional connection.
On the other hand, stories breath life into lifeless objects ‘(a table, a forest, a person that plays
a certain role in the environment) which, emerging from their stability, transform the place
where they lay motionless into the foreignness of their own space’ (de Certeau 1984, p118).
For example, a table, a person or a forest take on qualities that are larger than life when they
are perceived through the lens of a fairy tale or a Dreaming story. The known laws and
stability of the object or the place that is usually characterised by tangible dimensions and
attributes are transformed into unknowable and unpredictable life energy.
As an empathic researcher my mind and focus shift between the water, soil, vegetation,
animals, geology, weather, topography of the ‘natural’ environment, the influence it had on
the Aboriginal Australian families who occupied the area before colonisation, how it affects
them now, and the cultural features and artefacts that are the manifestation of cultural activity.
Finding stone artefacts means that people were creating tools. The fact that these artefacts are
flakes means that people were using them to cut meat from a hunt, or shape a spear perhaps.
These are indicators of water and food resources nearby. A hammerstone among artefacts
means that the tools were shaped and repaired and perhaps seeds were beaten for grinding.
There were only a couple of places found where the flakes were clearly removed from rock at
its source on ‘Melrose Valley’. Not finding a source for the material from which other
artefacts were made suggests that the stone and/or the artefacts have been carried from
elsewhere or traded.
Figure 5 i) Hammerstone/chopper.

ii) Hammerstone and core.
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Viewing the images that record my ‘finds’, I create a moment of reflective space, a few steps
removed from the object and its lived environment (Figure 5 i) and 5 ii)). My pen indicates
the scale of the artefact in the image but, noticing the surface of the ground in the images, the
pen looks out of place. A hammerstone/chopper is an indication of a workshop or kitchen
although there will be no walls or foundations. Perhaps the stone has lain in its present
location from the time it was last used. Or perhaps it has slid slowly down the sloping hill
over time, or been carried to its present location. The cultural environment has also changed
since these artefacts were originally used. My notebook, on which the objects sit in Figure 5
ii), both indicates my presence and removes the objects from their original cultural contextual
environment. The cultural layer that I found them in is predominantly rural grazing with
encroaching urbanisation. The pen and notebook (Figure 5 i) and 5 ii)), the lens cover (Figure
4) and the images I have created to record the artefacts in their environmental context,
together, recontextualise the stone artefacts in the mental and socialised spaces of practice and
reflection. The composition of the image of the hammerstone and core (Figure 5 ii)) creates a
connection between these two objects as a story that expresses an understanding of tool
production and research process. That cropped image, together with the effect of the light,
adds an initially unintended romanticised poetry to the spatial narrative.
I feel a sense of irony in comparing Figure 5 ii) with the artefacts found in situ. It reminds me
of the ongoing debate about the presentation of the ‘grand’ Australian historical narrative in
the Museum of Australia. In the museum, narratives are created as neatly presented
perspectives. Products of the conceptual, the narratives are packaged for easy readability,
interpretation and absorption, one step removed from the socio-cultural landscape they
describe and are the product of. In ‘Melrose Valley’, narratives are individually created, often
uncultivated perspectives, not so neatly presented or given up, relying on the use of both inner
and outer senses of mind, body and environment in direct contact with the land and the source
material.
Artefacts and features of the colonial settlement and railway eras, and later, lie in association
with Ngunawal stone tools. All characterise the socio-cultural landscape of ‘Melrose Valley’.
They are symbols of people living, working and dying at different times in the socio-cultural
landscape (Figure 6 and 7).
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Figure 6 Stone artefacts, glass and crockery sherds, a bottle and bricks, and remnants of a kitchen
hearth.

They are all signals and symbols of past and present, of my own culture and of culture other
than my own. Now they are the subjects of the spatial narrative lived in my own time. Lying
side-by-side with the Ngunawal artefacts in a rural setting they symbolise the effects of a
colonising culture. The pictures are fixed images, yet, for me, of movement and change. In the
shifting perspectives and positions I occupy in the subjectivity of the experience, I
conceptualise the layers of meaning as they affect both the Ngunawal community and me.
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Figure 7 Hearths from the railway camps of the 19th century (left) and Deakin Volcanics exposed
in a railway cutting.

The railway cuts a steel line across the landscape, carving through hillsides, paving tracks
across the landscape. Rail workers died in the construction of this section of the railway
(Figure 7 right). Ngunawal people were born, and also died and were buried here in this
landscape (Figure 8 and 9), but before the railway came.

Figure 8 Ruth Bell and birthing tree.

Figure 9 Burial.

As an observer, I feel like an intruder. I am respectful. These images (Figures 8 and 9) are on
this page because they were included in my survey report with Don and Ruth’s permission.
The report has since become a public document, again with their permission. I use the images,
here, in the conceptualisation of Ngunawal territory as a reminder that sensitive culture,
outside of tool making processes, still exists in this semi-urbanised socio-cultural landscape.
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There were no archaeologically recognised markings on either the tree or the stones to label
them. However, the shape of the tree and the arrangement of the stones are signals.
In these cases, meaning is experiential and defined by subjective, not conceptual and abstract,
knowledge (see, in contrast, Figure 10). I use my own experience of these cultural features,
and my observations of their effect on others, to come to terms with what Don and Ruth told
me. I could measure and grid the placement of the stones if necessary, and measure the girth
of the tree. However, I could not record the intangibility of the feelings using numbers and
graphs. There was much going on in the emotional and conceptual space around the objects of
my focus that was as internal and personal as it was external and physical.
Figure 10 Abstract signals and symbols indicating artefact numbers, colour, cultural features and
site type.
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Figure 10 illustrates a narrative of measured, counted and categorised material. This
information restricts my researcher’s gaze to within a defined place. While Figure 11
illustrates the location of the material within the boundaries of the site, it is strictly twodimensional, locations plotted across the landscape in relation to the drainage pattern.
Complete focus on the pattern of sites within the defined survey area precludes any inference
of outside influences. In fact in that diagram there is nothing either inside or beyond the
boundaries other than abstract symbols and white space.
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Figure 11 Aboriginal sites of ‘Melrose Valley’.

‘Melrose Valley’ is easily defined geographically. The landscape takes the form of a basin of
headwaters in the Murrumbidgee River catchment. As if to re-enforce the concreteness of the
physical form of the place, a combination of a highway, a railway line, a state/territory border,
and the bases of a number of hills and mountains further emphasise its boundaries. Figure 12,
while still being two-dimensional, at least provides the abstract concept of the survey site with
an allusion to three-dimensional form, with some surrounding environmental context.
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Figure 12 Tuggeranong 8727-111-S Orthophoto Map 1:25000, 1st Edition ‘Melrose Valley’. Map
grid reference: 947760.

Other signals and symbols experienced and recorded while I walked ‘Melrose Valley’ provide
a further dimension to its sense of place and the nature and multiple purpose of its boundaries,
real and abstract (Figures 13 and 14).
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Figure 13 Old fence posts, modern wire fence, ACT/NSW border marker (marked by arrow) and
railway line.

Figure 14 provides an overview of the land, which is divided up by absolute boundaries of
roads, lease holdings and by lines representing river and creek courses.
Figure 14 Land tenure (1950s).

Melrose Valley

In Figure 15 the boundaries are more environmental. Here the images help me to return to the
landscape, if only to visualise and reflect once more on the lack of distant views at these
boundaries. The trees in the foreground are remnant forest.

123

Figure 15 Looking toward Mount Pemberton on the northern boundary (left) and Mount
Campbell on southeast boundary from inside ‘Melrose Valley’ (right).

However, a key contributor to sense of place is that ‘Melrose Valley’ appears to be a
crossroads for movement along physical and visual pathways and creek corridors (Figures 16
and 17). The sweeping views westwards provide lines of visual connection to other places,
distant and sometimes out of sight. Figure 16 presents the ridges and saddles that were access
routes across the low-lying, often swampy, valley floors of the Tuggeranong Valley in precolonial and early colonial times. The present-day urbanised development marks change from
the grazing of last century. ‘Melrose Valley’ in the foreground is some of the last grazing land
remaining in this part of the ACT. The view from this high point towards the distant ranges,
which lead to the Snowy Mountains, is important to Ngunawal culture because the Snowy
Mountains are a major spiritual centre in Aboriginal Australian culture.

Figure 16 Looking away from high point in ‘Melrose Valley’ westwards to the Brindabella
Mountains and the Snowy Mountains beyond (Photo: R Lamb).
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Figure 17 From the inside of ‘Melrose Valley’ looking to the low saddle in the ridge (at left of
picture), which was the pathway eastwards.

Conceptualising Ngunawal territory involves looking outwards into the socio-cultural
landscape with an awareness of self (beginning within the experience of interactive space).
The visual stimulus that I respond to is the signals and symbols of past eras, of present-day
developments, and of different cultural layers of activity. The nature of change has meant that
there is no clean division in the stratigraphy. Artefacts and features, in situ, are appropriate to
the space where they were formed; yet appear out of place in the cultural context in which
they currently exist. Each signal and symbol presents a different lived time, which is being reexperienced and reconceptualized in the present. In turn new symbols are created to present
new perspectives. What is visually and materially presented to my researcher’s gaze is
understood by converting the signals I receive into appropriate abstract symbols. A new
perspective is then reflexively fed back into my original position. However my capacity to
recognise and communicate my understanding of these signals is affected by my socialised
preconceptions, and the cultural methods and language that I use. A critical self-awareness in
this reflexivity is important.
For example, when I walked in ‘Melrose Valley’ I found signs of remnant vegetation
indicating the nature of the landscape in which Ngunawal people lived in pre and early
colonial times. I recorded these features and their environment by photographing them
(Figure 18 i), ii), iii), iv)).
On reflection, what was intended to be a straightforward photographic record of the trees and
their immediate environment appears to have created a photo gallery of landscapes of the
Heidelberg School and Hans Heysen genres of Australian landscape painting. Even the people
and car that I included in some of the photographs (Figure 18 i), ii), iv)) and indicated by
arrows) to gauge scale are, in a postcolonial sense, evocative of the symbolism of those
genres - the people, the pioneers of a new country ‘battling’ the natural elements, and the
carriage as a symbol of ‘modern’ industrialised progress. Interestingly, those genres of
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paintings were contemporaneous with the era of railway and rural development that was
occurring at ‘Melrose Valley’. It was this rural development that expanded the grasslands of
the Ngunawal people, leaving only remnants of open forests that were also typical symbols of
the tablelands of their territory.
Rather than focus, in the conceptualisation of Ngunawal territory, on what is readily
understood through existing tangible signals and symbols, my attention is better placed on
what is going on in the interactive space of these objects and features. The objects and
features characterise my visual experience of Ngunawal territory. However, the intangible
aspects of interactive space focus my vision.
Figure 18 Remnant landscape
i)

iii)

ii)

iv)
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When thought of as the first circle of my storied line, ‘Melrose Valley’ is where I came to
understand the Ngunawal community in terms of the creative, interactive space that is
between, within and around the objects of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape. In
revisiting the conceptualisation of its socio-cultural landscape, I am returning to the place
where my spatial narrative began. Reflexivity transforms the subjective and the abstract
through my emerging personal understanding of the socially constituted knowledge of
Ngunawal territory. For me, as an empathic researcher and narrator, what constitutes a sense
of place has changed in the recontextualization of the cultural language. Some of the meaning
of the original signals and symbols remains, while other parts vary with the creation of a new
perspective from a growing self-awareness. The images and words have only temporary
significance as subjective and conceptual aids in support of the hybrid space of a new
positioning and an emergent perspective. The images and words of the conceptual journey
presented and marked out on my page are not as important as the images and concepts that are
impressed in the minds of my audience.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 4.1
The language of space is a means to broadly define Ngunawal territory through a creative
engagement with unfolding reflexive thought, emotion, performance and practice. However,
language affects the degree to which interactive space can be experienced and perceived. I use
the tension generated by the juxtaposition of Lefebvre’s socially constituted space, the ‘spatial
practice’ of de Certeau and the ‘third space’ of Bhabha and Soja to create a hybrid perspective
of interactive space of Ngunawal culture and my own. Language emerges from newly created
positions and perspectives that may not be directly traceable to the concepts and practices that
formed them.
The subjective experience of permeable boundaries means that they are perceived to be more
like the ecological frontiers of a reflexive interaction of mind, body and environment. This
means that the concepts of ‘line’ and ‘space’ in the definition of territory need to be
understood in their broadest senses.
Storied lines are constructed between places and events that are embedded in the features of
territory, and eventually become embodied in people through ecological identification. The
reflexive interaction of the personal and environmental aspects of ecological identification is
transformed as a spatial narrative. Ecological identification is articulated in the Ngunawal

127

Native Title claim, which also illustrates the politics, history and symbolism of the Ngunawal
narrative space.
The narrative embedded in the Ngunawal Native Title claim tells a living history of their
culture as it has adapted to changing circumstances since colonisation. Generally, the courts
have regarded the documentation of what traditions and customs were perceived to be prior to
colonisation as being more authentic than this living history. The cultural record is often
presented within chronological and geographic divisions; missing intangible differences. It is
often forgotten that what is not visible or observable is as important to the record as what is.
The emphasis of a language of space is limited by materialism and by focusing on the
absolute boundaries of material objects. A spatial narrative of ecological identification and
sense of place contributes a hybrid perspective of socially constituted knowledge.
I use a sequence of different positions and perspectives from the ‘Melrose Valley’ survey of
2003-2004 to illustrate socially constituted knowledge as it emerges as a spatial narrative. The
images that record my ‘finds’ have created moments of reflective space and they
recontextualise features and objects as artefacts in the mental and socialised spaces of
practice. My capacity to recognise and communicate my understanding of the movement and
change these images present is affected by a critical awareness of my socialised
preconceptions, the cultural methods and language that I use.
My spatial narrative communicates that critical awareness as I engage with Ngunawal ways of
knowing and perceiving the world, using reflexivity and praxis to generate a transcultural
perspective. I attempted to look at ‘Melrose Valley’ using a different cultural perception,
experiencing the objects and features I found in terms of the different levels of meaning
constituted by various social, cultural and environmental contexts. However, I found that
using a primarily material focus proved inadequate for developing the hybridity of signals and
symbols necessary to deal with both the physical and the non-physical dimensions of the past
and present continuum of Ngunawal ecological identification. Realising more than one
discipline was needed I began to work at the intersection of multiple disciplines, introducing
history, ethnography and the visual arts to enhance my capacity to empathically understand,
explain and present the different cultural interactions that I was perceiving and experiencing.
In this way, as I will explain in the next chapter, the hybrid signals and symbols
communicated by my transcultural spatial narrative also provide a transdisciplinary
perspective of Ngunawal territory.
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CHAPTER 4.2
THE TRANSDISCIPLINARY, TRANSCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
Boundaries are permeable and permit movement and change between, within and around
the different spaces of mind, body and environment, which are shaped and communicated
through a reflexive dialogue of social, cultural and environmental languages.
In this chapter I introduce the transdisciplinary approach to the relationship between
personal space and environmental space that I use to support the creation of my
transcultural spatial narrative. I discuss this approach in terms of:
•

combining historical and ethnographic methods

•

recognising historical assumptions and working with ethnographic limitations in
relation to Ngunawal territory

•

the conceptualisation and narration of Ngunawal territory in the wake of Mabo 2

•

introducing arts method and the visual image into a spatial narrative.

INTRODUCING MY TRANSDISCIPLINARY APPROACH
I have previously explained that a spatial narrative, like a storied line, alters the nature of
boundaries of personal and environmental space in terms of thought and perception. The
meaning of boundaries of territory, for example, varies with how broadly the concepts of
space and line are perceived and experienced. People put varying personal emphasis on
ecological identification, which I believe constitutes the social, cultural and environmental
tension of interactive space. Unlike my own culture’s entrenched concepts of rationalised
oppositional duality, in a traditional Aboriginal Australian context the boundaries are
perceived and experienced as permeable.
In this chapter, I discuss the creation of the transdisciplinary approach that I use to present an
empathic perspective of the permeable boundaries that contribute to an interacting personal
and environmental space of Ngunawal territory and to the hybridity of language. The spatial
narrative I use to articulate what I perceive of the social, cultural and environmental tension of
this interaction is underpinned by Ngunawal identity and sense of place. I adopt a reflexive
approach to presenting my perception (as third person observer) and my experience (as
subjective first person) of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape. I present the perspective of
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my being a researcher who has had her ways of knowing challenged by the experience of
another.
While I decentralise the Ngunawal cultural position and perspective, as well as my own, my
intention is to firmly emplace Ngunawal ways of knowing in the hybridity that has developed
through the creative processes of my spatial narrative. In this way I present my own
experience and perception with a practical authority grounded in a personal exchange with
Ngunawal land and its waters. At the same time I acknowledge the authoritative influence of
Ngunawal ways of knowing in the chain of cognitive development that emerges from
reflection on such an exchange.
I begin with the idea that the physical and the metaphorical dimensions of the interaction of
personal and environmental space are two different types of perception of the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape. As such, they can be presented as different voices of the same
dialogue. On this reasoning, the personal and the environmental can be perceived as two
different perspectives of ecological identification. My spatial narrative, then, will articulate
the interaction of both these perspectives in terms of interactive space ‘lived in our own time’,
within the hybridity of one reflexive dialogue.
By way of putting some form of limitation on such a dialogue I set the following defining
practical and conceptual boundaries. My role recognises the dual perspectives of researcher
and personal in reconceptualising self. My empathic and theoretical positioning of the
reflexive dialogue is as a female researcher who is not Aboriginal Australian and is working
with Ngunawal Elders. I define the interactive space of ecological identification in the general
terms of the socio-cultural landscape that lies within the traditional language lines of
Ngunawal territory as they are recognised by Don and Ruth. To represent the intangibles that
I perceive, I focus on the notion of permeable boundaries as it influences the
conceptualisation of line and space in terms of Ngunawal territory.
The concepts of line and space provide an abstract entity in a shared social, cultural,
environmental tension between people, the land and its waters and everything that the land
and waters support. However, permeable boundaries are difficult to present and create
difficulties in the subsequent interpretation of the interactive space of the lived experience of
ecological identification. As I have discussed previously, interpretation of interactive space
can be affected by representational inadequacies when the experience and perception of one
way of knowing is used to understand another.
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COMBINING HISTORICAL AND ETHNOGRAPHIC METHODS
It has been my experience that Ngunawal ways of knowing and identification embrace a
strong sense of history that perceives continuity between the past and the present. It is also
generally accepted that history confirms our sense of place and identity. Likewise, Don and
Ruth are of the view that their history is a living history, is not locked in the past, and that
interactive space is ‘lived in our own time’. Acknowledging this, I use a degree of historical
method to substantiate and provide checks and balances to what I observe and experience of
the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape ‘lived in our own time’.
By historical method I mean that I ‘observe chronological sequence … [consider]
contradictory evidence … [and pay attention to] contemporary context’. When I suspect the
abuse of history, that is, when history is being misrepresented, I look into the ‘origins and
moral tendency of that history’, how it is ‘linked, psychologically as well as logically, to the
social origins’ and political rhetorical values of an event or assertion (Davison 2000, p242).
Ngunawal sense of place and identity reflects the past and the present as different and
interacting dimensions of lived existence in a way that I think that the following research
project journal entry (28 September 2005) illustrates. The journal entry reflects on a
conversation I had with Don and Ruth while we walked in the bushland of Stirling Park.
(Words in inverted commas are direct quotes of Don and Ruth).
We were standing in the bushland on the lower section of Stirling Park having a conversation
about the heritage significance of the park and reflecting on the plight of the recently firedamaged site of the 1972 Aboriginal tent embassy.
We looked towards Parliament House and there was the top portion of the flagpole,
emerging out of the trees around us, only a short distance away. Don smiled as he
said that it would be a good thing if Stirling Park were recognised as an Aboriginal
place and became the site of the embassy. He believed that the symbolic significance
of the bushland of Stirling Park would be so appropriate for the recognition of the
place of Aboriginal Australian culture in Australia; parliament occupying Capital
Hill with an Aboriginal Australian bushland embassy on the ridge that adjoins it. As
Don and Ruth had recognised, the bushland could be a living Aboriginal Australian
teaching place. If people wanted to camp, there was plenty of open area that could be
easily formalised and would not be a worry to the sensitivities of the Parliamentary
triangle. Being in Canberra’s embassy belt, Aboriginal Australian people could invite
the people of the embassies that surround the bushland to come and learn about
Aboriginal Australian culture and the spirituality of the connection that Aboriginal
Australian people have with the land. Aboriginal Australian values would become a
very visible presence in the federal capital and amongst international communities.
Stirling Park provides a window through the layers of history hidden under the
planned and manicured urban landscape of Canberra.
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The park is a remarkable place because, despite the construction of a city all around,
it is possible to experience the layers of change that the region and the nation have
undergone. It is a place that provides a window of space for connection between the
past, the present, and with thoughts of a potential embassy, the future. Reminded by
the urbanised material development of the present-day city defining the park
boundaries, it is still possible to connect with Aboriginal places located on the higher
sections and scattered to a lesser extent on the lower sections of the ridge. The scars
of 19th century gold mining are still visible. It is possible to locate the colonial rural
layer, federation and the building of Canberra. The remains of the sites of the
construction workers’ cottages and gardens of Westlake emerge through the trees and
out of the grass. Relationships develop between present day people and past
landscapes through personal experience as we walk through the park. The application
of inner and outer acquired knowledge, opening to the spirit and energy of past
communities, of the land itself; confirming our perception of who we are and where
we are today – our sense of place and identity.
The bushland of the park stands in contrast to the scenes that surround it. I
photographed the boats moored in the inlet of the lake adjacent to the park, the
cement edges, the smoothness of the water, the reflections of: ideologies of time,
design and Canberra planning. In some aspects, the park itself is a consequence of
those ideologies, perhaps more a product of luck than design. Somehow it has been
left to fallow, its urban development potential recognised and noted on plans, but
never fulfilled. The park was meant at one time to be the location of the permanent
Prime Minister’s residence. On the opposite shore stands the ultra contemporary
design of the National Museum, the keeping place of our national story. I took a
photograph of the new cement driveway that had just been constructed into the
parkland. Each image and object I recorded is a statement of edges, lines and curves.
The driveway passes very close to a pattern of stones lying among the trees only a
few metres away. There was consultation over the stones by the authorities. There is
still doubt over their origins. Their Aboriginal origins were questioned, but their
meaning was never determined. Don felt that they were Aboriginal, but not of his
culture. The archaeologist said, ‘Prove it’. There was no onus on the archaeologist to
prove otherwise. The stones are located in bushland not much more than a kilometre
from Parliament House. Construction workers camped on the land during the
building of Canberra. We can see imprints of their camps and activities, their gardens
and artefacts left after the workers decamped (albeit disturbed and depleted). It
should then be possible to find the remnants of the Aboriginal camps and activities
that occurred on the land before and sometimes at the same time as them. Higher on
the ridge, a few hundred metres away, where the trees are old and there was less
colonial rural and urban activity, there is visible and measurable evidence of stone
artefacts and scarred trees remaining from Aboriginal Australian activity. However,
there is also present much that is not visible yet equally as important to Aboriginal
Australian culture and identity. Its interpretation relies on the feelings, knowledge
and being of present-day people who belong to this land.

More often than not I have a feeling of not knowing, although I have walked the park many
times. I had walked the park with Don and Ruth before, a year or so back. Yet the experience
is different from then. We are different, older, changed from our experiences of intervening
living. Our individual responses are different. Even the trees that I recognise seem older. I
notice different qualities and characteristics from before. I respond in a different way as if
seeing old friends for the first time. I touch the trees and feel different knowledge emerging as
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their contact stirs thoughts and feelings in me I don’t always recognise or know how to
interpret. In this research project I am left with more uncertainty, a sense of how much I don’t
know, with each new perspective I experience.
I struggle to understand the meanings behind what Don and Ruth are saying and the symbols
they are showing me. How will I capture what they are saying? They are leading me and
causing me to experience the bushland in a way that is familiar to me yet outside of my own
experience. I have no reserve of culture to call on. The landscape is a stranger while also a
comfort to me. The trees and the stones help us create stories that are drawn from within us, a
stimulated response. The experience is like a relationship between the stones and trees and
who we are. I get the sense that there is something bigger than us driving this; a movement of
some sort and that the bushland is a part of it. We exchange what we experience, each
providing insight into the other’s response and story. We are left wondering about the
meaning. There is no one clearly defined meaning because the experience depends so heavily
on how deeply we open ourselves to interaction and who we are.
Ngunawal sense of place reflects the past as a reflexive, two-way interaction with the present.
For example, the telling of a personal story in the present renews the meaning of an event or a
place in the ancestral past. The past and present become different dimensions of the one
experience of interactive space. To my mind this is consistent with the anti-foundational
aspects of anti-essentialism. There is no indelible line drawn between what is past and what is
present, although there is a differentiation between ‘old’ history (traditional lifestyle and
customs) and ‘new’ history (current and short-term socio-political events).
In the interaction of personal and environmental space there is no separation of the perception
of the land beneath a person’s feet from what that person will see and feel in the distance of
space or of time. No perceived separation of mind, body and environment. No absolute
boundary drawn between the physical and the metaphorical - the everyday mundane, the
traditional and ritualistic. Each is perceived as a different perspective of the one lived
experience. A river will be a source of sustenance for people living in the present, while the
same people will also experience the sharing of indigenous food from that river as an act of
continuous connection with the land as traditional territory. Ancestors who walked the banks
of the river, who formed the river’s pathway, continue to participate in the present through
stories and through recognition in the observances of rituals, traditions, and in the respectful
silence of not speaking about the ancestors or sensitive aspects of the rituals and traditions.
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A sequence in time is applied by the Ngunawal in a spatial sense as well as temporal, as
movement and change in personal and environmental terms. The sequential order resembles
an overlaying experience and perception of ecological identification, like the unevenly
distributed stratigraphic layers of archaeology across the socio-cultural landscape. What
happened first is deposited beneath what happened next. Sometimes the sequence of
overlapping layers is disrupted or overturned. However, sometimes the sequence resembles,
more accurately, the plasticity of a collage of experiences and perception that are visual and
felt, internalised and metaphorical, and externalised and tangible. As people move from one
place of interactive space to another, each new position may reflect a different perspective of
a lived experience and perceived state of being.
In the stratigraphy of archaeology of this movement, as in the collage of the visual arts, there
is not always consistent form or texture, or an even distribution or depth across the sociocultural landscape. Order does not necessarily marshal a sequence of the past presupposing
the present, space may be malleable as well as tactile. There will be discontinuities, just as
there are in the surface of the picture plane of a collage. The history of a place is
metamorphosed in the juxtaposition of positions in and perspectives of interactive space that
are not directly connected or in any chronological sequence. Ecological identification and the
development of a sense of place are engendered as much from a metamorphosis of social and
cultural consequences of history, as from physical environmental change and the perception
of symbolic meaning.
A person, standing in the present, may experience this discontinuity through further
metaphorical layers of perception. That person has knowledge of and connection to layers of
social history, cultural objects, and events, spiritual and mundane, in the place where he or she
is standing. A geomorphic layer from millions of years in the past may overlay a more recent
layer. The person will look outwards from the place where he or she is standing and make a
visual connection between the socio-cultural meanings of that place and other places some
distance away. The person might notice an object, a seashell perhaps or a rock where he or
she is standing. The shell or the rock puts him or her in mind of the ocean that is now
hundreds of kilometres away or of an ancient river that no longer flows.
The historical method of Annales historians, Braudel in particular, is probably most relevant
to presenting a collage or matrix of interactive space. The Annales historians recognised the
interaction of the symbolism of the metaphorical, the consequences of history and the
physicality of geomorphology (Knapp 1992). Braudel, in defining the physical environment
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and ethnographic values of the Mediterranean, presented them as though ‘the physical, social
and ideational are all inextricably linked.’ He discussed the Mediterranean mountains by
asking, ‘what exactly is a mountain?’ and compared them to others in other parts of the world.
He described the Mediterranean mountains in terms of ‘the freedom of the hills where people
are difficult to conquer and control’ (Hodder 1987, pp2-3). Braudel recognised the
‘multidimensionality of social time’ and made it central to his socio-historical model. He
believed that the significance of events in the past could be understood only in relation to a
context of a greater scale. He saw history in three divisions: ‘long-term geographic or
environmental structures, medium-term socio-economic cycles and short-term socio-political
events’ (Knapp 1992, p6).
Recognising that there were different rhythms in time, Braudel perceived history in varying
spans of duration within the long-term structures. The meaning and rhythm of time changed
depending on whether it concerned a ‘spatial, politico-economic, or socio-ideological system’.
‘History, under the influence of Annales thinking, became a composite of different times
moving at different speeds’ (Knapp 1992, p6). History was about everyday people in daily
life, about ordinary physical culture and was based on a temporal model of different rhythms
of continuity and change (Knapp 1992, p9).
This is what I would call the hybrid notion of interactive space ‘lived in our own time’.
Different associations at differing scales: for instance between individuals in events,
social entities in conjunctures, value systems and material things in ‘structures’, and
economies, long-distance movement, and environmental immobile history (Fletcher
1992, pp38-39).

As Foucault has observed:
The document and narrative discourse have become but two elements amongst many
which provide a means to define sociocultural and historical entities (Knapp 1992,
p16).

There is at least one caution when looking from a particular vantage point at people, events
and objects of the past in long-term structures. Binford has pointed out that the assembled
material record and temporal scales make up a perception of reality that ‘living breathing
persons have in fact never directly experienced’ (Smith 1992, p27). Having never been
directly experienced, it needs to be written or spoken into existence, or otherwise made visible
to the perception of others. A spatial narrative that describes a reality or sense of place and
identity moves perception out of the realm of the intangible and into the presentable.
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Experience can then be presented and made relevant to the conceptual processes of the
present-day audience.
A spatial narrative can incorporate ‘thick description’, from the philosophical methods of
Ryle (1971, pp480-496), and which Geertz (1973) later applied in his ethnographic methods.
Such a narrative has potential to present, through concrete writing, a perceivable presentation
of the intangible layers of historical assumptions and limitations of ethnographic knowledge
and the inferences and implications of what someone is personally doing (Geertz 1973, pp67). A narrative of concrete writing is also useful for presenting what the researcher is thinking,
seeing and feeling.
However, as Geertz points out, when I describe the interactive space of the Ngunawal sociocultural landscape, the narrative that emerges is a concrete perception based on my ‘own
construction of other people’s constructions’ of what they think they are doing or
experiencing (Geertz 1973, p9). In this case what is, to me, initially intangible in Ngunawal
socio-cultural constructs is ‘insinuated as background information before the thing [or
experience] is examined’ (Geertz 1973, p9). My presentation of interactive space depends on
recognising, comprehending, then finding ways to subsequently represent, ‘a multiplicity of
complex conceptual structures’, often overlaying one another and intertwined, unfamiliar,
sometimes implied, and thus often intangible to my perception (Geertz 1973, pp9-10).
In the thick description of an interpretive narrative, according to Geertz (1973), the thing to
ask and explore is: what experience is being symbolised by someone’s action? What is the
nature of the experience, what perception, attitude or feeling is being implied, if left unsaid,
by their action? These questions lead to the core of cultural perception (Geertz 1973, pp1011). This suggests that my ability to articulate the processes of ecological identification
depends on my recognising what it is that I am ‘to know and believe in order to operate in a
manner acceptable to … [the community’s] members’ and, so, share in Ngunawal ways of
knowing (Geertz 1973, p11). Ngunawal culture provides the reflexive context rather than an
empirical rationale within which to ‘thickly’ describe the reflexivity of ecological
identification (Geertz 1973, p14).
Meaning gradually emerges as the narrative is constructed. In which case, in writing a spatial
narrative, the means by which I articulate the experience of interactive space will be a
language emerging from inside a reflexive environment of socio-cultural interaction. ‘A good
interpretation of anything – a poem, a person, a history, a ritual, an institution, a society –
takes us into the heart of that of which it is the interpretation’ (Geertz 1973, p18). Thickly
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described experience ‘inscribes’ a dialogue of passing experience and perception, to become a
lasting representation. It is the meaning of the experience, what is unsaid or unseen and what I
initially do not understand, rather than the experience in itself, that needs to be inscribed
(Geertz 1973, p19).
Following the recommendations of Geertz, my spatial narrative should explore social, cultural
and environmental interaction by:
guessing at meanings, assessing the guesses, and drawing explanatory conclusions
from the better guesses, not discovering the Continent of Meaning and mapping out
its bodiless landscape (Geertz 1973, p20).

I should find ways to ‘make thick description possible’ using a language (similar, I think, to
the earlier discussed juxtaposition of Lefebvre, de Certeau, Bhabha and Soja) that inscribes
broad meanings as generalisations that are grounded in small amounts of ‘densely textured’
specifics of particular socio-cultural circumstances (Geertz 1973, pp26, 28). However, this
should happen without appropriating that culture and without betraying those circumstances.
I am conscious of the fact that the spatial narrative I create serves as the first point of entry, an
introductory insight for my audience, which involves an interaction with someone else’s
culture (Riessman 2008, p8). I do not claim to present Ngunawal cultural perception. The
interactive space that I describe is a hybrid perspective, not an interpretation of a whole of
culture experience and certainly not representative of the entire Aboriginal Australian sociocultural landscape (Muecke 1992, pp16-17). My spatial narrative serves to structure my
ecological identification and helped me develop a sense of place within the context of the
Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape. As Riessman (2008) says, ‘the researcher does not find
narratives but instead participates in their creation’ (Riessman 2008, p21 - emphasis in the
original).
RECOGNISING HISTORICAL ASSUMPTIONS AND WORKING WITH
ETHNOGRAPHIC LIMITATIONS IN RELATION TO NGUNAWAL TERRITORY
In the creation of my spatial narrative I have combined field notes, photographs, diagrams and
drawings to record and, later, to reflect on the informal conversations and bushwalks and the
more formal archaeological survey field work in which Don and Ruth were involved.
Recognising the combined ecological and historical basis of the traditional Ngunawal
relationship with territory I supplemented my fieldwork with research of the geological,
ethnographic and historical environment of Ngunawal territory. I incorporated the published
historical, geological and ecological documentation, my personal experience of the socio-

137

cultural landscape and Ngunawal oral history in the development of my understanding of
interactive space. I selected personal sites in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape, about
which I could reflect and ethically write, and to which I could visually respond, in terms of
that which I had experienced with Don and Ruth.
Conscious of my audience and for the purpose of locating the various sites in my spatial
narrative I use place names that are in present everyday use. This in itself is a contentious
issue, politically and culturally. There is work currently being done with the support of the
ACT Government to find evidence confirming appropriate Aboriginal Australian language
place names for the ACT region (Jackson-Nakano 2005). However, such a project is a very
difficult one, with discrepancy in the early colonial names of features and locations. To then
try to link the appropriate Aboriginal Australian language and nomenclature to those places is
fraught with contention.
For example, Jackson-Nakano (2005) has argued that, according to early colonial records,
both the Molonglo River and its tributary Sullivan’s Creek, where they flow through what
was known in colonial times as the Limestone Plains and is today’s central Canberra, were
actually called something similar to ‘Kembery’ or ‘Canberry’ by local Aboriginal Australians
(Jackson-Nakano 2005, p28). However, there is debate as to whether that name (Kembery or
Canberry, however spelt) applies to the Molonglo River. Jackson-Nakano uses historical
evidence to assert that the Molonglo River was indeed the Kembery River. Wilson (1968,
pp61-62) on the other hand, uses similar evidence, in her book ‘Murray of Yarralumla’, to
argue that Canberry (or Kembery) did not apply to the Molonglo River but to the tributary,
Sullivan’s Creek. This creek flowed through one of the Limestone Plains between Black
Mountain and Mount Ainslie, to which the name Kembery/Canberry was also applied.
Details aside, as far as boundaries of Ngunawal territory can be defined I have assumed the
general limits of Ngunawal territory as Don and Ruth perceive them. These limits generally
correspond to the region of the southern tablelands that surrounds the present-day cities,
towns and localities of Canberra, Queanbeyan, Yass, Goulburn, Bungendore, Braidwood and
Rosedale. The spatial narrative is extended to incorporate the story Don told me, that his
mother’s people came from the Braidwood region and that the only people on the coast that
his people got on well with were the Wodi Wodi people who lived north of Nowra (refer to
Figure 2 and Figure 3).
While I have referred to Tindale (1974) as a source of historical documentation and general
presentation of Ngunawal territory I recognise that there are discrepancies between his
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narrative and what Don described. Discrepancies in the detail are probably because Tindale’s
narrative was constructed from socially constituted knowledge that drew on a number of
researchers and historical sources, dating from the 1840s to the 1950s. Government
documents, journals and early newspapers rarely if ever recorded the language group that
Aboriginal Australians identified with, often only referring to the location of camps and
corroboree grounds. However, Tindale also relied on information that he himself had gathered
from local Aboriginal Australian people, but not necessarily of Ngunawal culture. All
Tindale’s historical and contemporary accounts would have reflected an altered, colonised
region.
Some of this information was, however, from interviews with Lucy Carroll, one of Don’s
grandmothers (Jackson-Nakano 2001, pp18-19; also refer to Gugler 1999, pp11-12).1
Consequently, Tindale’s map (1974) illustrating his work provides a visual narrative that
reflects Ngunawal culture with a strong influence of the Carroll family perspective. Other
groups who are not associated with this family lineage in this way, or who did not identify
with Ngunawal culture, also moved throughout the territory. They will provide different
narratives of recognised territorial boundaries and will articulate different cultural
perspectives.
In summary, my understanding of the Ngunawal narrative is that the extent of Ngunawal
territory does not, as Tindale suggests, go as far west as Tumut and Boorowa. Don and Ruth
say that the land changes before then from that of the tablelands. Parts of the Shoalhaven
River mark the eastern limits of Ngunawal territory, as does the coastal escarpment behind
Goulburn and Marulan. The Marulan area lies in the northern extreme of Ngunawal territory.
The Tuggeranong Valley forms part of the southerly extent of the Ngunawal limits of activity,
the extreme of which reaches as far south as Rosedale.
Research by Flood (1980) suggests that Ngunawal activity also extends southward along the
ranges of the Tinderry Mountains near Michelago. The Tinderry Mountains and the
Tuggeranong plains correspond to both the ecological boundary of the white-backed magpies
of the sub-alpine region and to the extent of Ngarigo territory (Flood 1980, p112). Flood
(1980, p302) also references historical documentation of Ngunawal incursions, in the 19th
century, as far south as Bega. This combined narrative provides a good sense of the pathways

1
Note: Don Bell does not differentiate between ‘great grandmother’ and ‘grandmother’ when he uses the word grandmother
in this case.
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of Ngunawal associations, friendly and otherwise, further illustrating the permeability of the
boundaries of Ngunawal territory, which followed river corridors and mountain ranges in
many directions.
In the local region this means that Ngunawal people identify with ecological and linguistic
characteristics that vary from neighbouring Ngarigo, Walgalu, Wirradjuri, Gundungurra,
Wodi Wodi and Yuin land and people. On the other hand, different groups or clans seemed to
function at different levels as they moved separately about Ngunawal lands, but came together
from time to time for various reasons and common interests. Flood (1980) discusses these
points at length in the publication of her research of the local region. Further to this, Bluett
(1954) distinguishes, on one level, between people of the southern tablelands and of the south
coast. On another level, he mentions politically significant exchanges between leaders of
groups of people from the Lake George, Braidwood, Yass and Canberra areas (Bluett 1954,
pp4-5). On what appears to be yet another level, Bluett also refers to three groups that coexisted in Ngunawal territory as Tindale describes it. The three groups seem to coincide with
the geographical meeting places I have focused on throughout my own narrative – the Yass,
Lake George and Canberra/Queanbeyan areas.
In Bluett’s example, the Yass and Lake George groups combined to attack a Canberra group
that he calls the Ngambra-Pialligo (Canberra-Pialligo). After hostilities ended, the three
groups returned to harmonious relations with no bitterness shown towards each other (Bluett
1954, pp19-20). Bluett (1954) is reflecting knowledge of the various groups in relation to
their proximity to Canberra and its city boundaries, obtained from his family’s first hand
experience or spoken of by other early residents of the region, and from some early secondary
sources. Hence, he places the Canberra-Pialligo group as central to the area of interest in his
narrative.
Canberra had a plentiful supply of food and water and was a good meeting place, with
numerous locations for crossing the Molonglo River. Territory did not necessarily centre on
the area of the city of Canberra and was shared by different visiting groups who entered,
shared and left various parts of the region from time to time. Unlike the customary economic
structures of European settlement the Aboriginal Australian occupation of territory did not
centre on any one place. The names that Bluett applies to the different family groups within
the Canberra-Pialligo ‘tribe’ reflect those that were applied by early European settlers and
reflect the geographical location of camps, as they were known to exist in the history of
colonial settlement. Bluett qualifies his point by saying that the various groups were
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constantly on the move hunting food but came together for corroborees. The larger of these
corroborees in the Canberra area were held at Canburry2 Creek (now Sullivan’s Creek) at the
base of Black Mountain (Bluett 1954, pp1, 7).
Once again, the details of Bluett’s narrative are critical to the political outcomes of presentday Aboriginal Australians associated with Canberra. I am aware that the spelling of
‘Ngunawal’ that I have adopted in my narrative, as opposed to ‘Ngunnawal’, carries a
political meaning. The spelling of the word has become an important symbol in the local
Aboriginal Australian community of the area in and around the ACT region. Just writing the
word ‘Ngunawal' raises the connection of identification and history.
I realise that the spelling can only ever be an approximation, the result of an early English
attempt to write a spoken word from another’s oral tradition and, as such, there are many
variations to be found.3 The original sources for the spelling centre on the journals and lists
written by early colonial explorers and Government officials or the written memoirs of local
residents. As far as usage by historians and anthropologists and other researchers go, the
single “n” spelling appears to have been the most commonly accepted until it became a
political issue between different factions of the local Aboriginal Australian community in the
late 1990s. A search of the AIATSIS library shows that the work of both R. H. Mathews and
Tindale was highly respected and commonly referenced by other professionals. Both
Mathews and Tindale used the single ‘n’ spelling of Ngunawal and other researchers tended
to adopt the same spelling. Watson, a local historian who published in 1927, did use the
double ‘n’ spelling of Ngunawal but this is the only early example I found.
Don and Ruth are Elders of the family group that identifies with the historical, single ‘n’
spelling of Ngunawal, while other groups of the local Aboriginal Australian community
united under the spelling of the word using double ‘n’ during the 1990s and more recently.
The ACT Government has subsequently adopted the double ‘n’ spelling of Ngunawal. The
double ‘n’ spelling evidently came from a sign that was on a hill at Bowning, placed there by
the Yass Shire Council as the name of a park in recognition of the Aboriginal Australian
community of the area who were said to have died out due to smallpox in the mid 1800s
(Jackson-Nakano 2001, pp186-187). Today, as the politics changes and more is discovered
about the Aboriginal Australian history of the ACT region, while there still remains a broad

2
3

Note the spelling differs from what either Jackson-Nakano or Wilson use.
Tindale’s Catalogue of Australian Aboriginal Tribes – in the Museum of South Australia - demonstrates this.
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identification with either the single or the double ‘n’ Ngunawal, other people identify with the
name ‘Ngambri’ (Kamberri/Canberra).
THE CONCEPTUALISATION AND NARRATION OF NGUNAWAL TERRITORY IN
THE WAKE OF MABO 2
Working in the historical and ethnographic context of Ngunawal territory I am acutely aware
that the spatial narrative that I create is characterised by the consequences of colonisation. I
am mindful too, of the long debate about the interpretation of the historical narratives of
Aboriginal Australian and colonial history: Muecke, Bird Rose, Arthur, Read, Reynolds,
Attwood and Windshuttle to name a few. In the time that I have been working with the
Ngunawal community, the language of social and cultural rhetoric has been significantly
influenced by the High Court’s Mabo 2 decision in 1992 and the Commonwealth
Government’s apology to the Stolen Generations in 2008. These events have had a profound
influence on the political, historical and ideological context of my research. More importantly,
these events support my premise that truth remains a variable.
The Mabo 2 finding reflected a new or radical view of historical narratives in general and
specifically challenged the governing truths of the grand narrative influencing Native Title
claims and the sense of place and identity of Australians as a nation. The fundamental
differences between judges in Mabo 2 were the result of each judge examining historical and
legal ‘truths’ or principles and coming up against a moral dilemma, the continuing use of the
doctrine of terra nullius to support the discriminatory denial of rights and interests of
Aboriginal Australians in the land. The perception of moral dilemma is tied to whether
accepted ‘truths’ that were used to justify the colonial occupation can be changed; that is,
whether these truths are locked in the past. Mabo 2 demonstrated that truth is a variable and
that principles that are built on a truth of the past can be changed when they no longer fit with
our understanding of the facts or evidence.
The facts or evidence and the object of debate in Mabo 2 are primarily based on the perceived
relationship between people and land. The emphasis of this same ecological identification
influences my understanding of Ngunawal territory. At the time of initial colonisation
Aboriginal Australian people were seen as ‘backward peoples’ and the spreading of the
‘benefits of Christianity and European civilisation’ was viewed as reason enough for
occupying their land (Brennan, Mabo 2, paragraph 33).
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A second ground for occupation or settlement of lands considered terra nullius was Emerich
de Vattel’s eighteenth century theory that ‘uncultivated’ land could be claimed, ‘for
Europeans had a right to bring lands into production if they were left uncultivated by the
indigenous inhabitants’ (Brennan, Mabo 2, paragraph 33). By claiming that the Aboriginal
Australian people were never in possession of the land, the British could claim the rights of
first occupants, which was part of natural law (Reynolds 1992, p13). Vattel was often quoted
in Australia as citing the ‘Divine injunction to subdue the earth’ as justification for colonising
America and Australia. However, the colonisers failed to comprehend another principle of
his; that nomadic people held the property rights of the land they occupied. Colonisers should
only partly possess the land of the indigenous people and not to the point of these people
being ‘reduced to want of land’. Aboriginal Australian society was entirely consistent with the
description he offered to illustrate the case for ‘a limited right of settlement’ by a colonising
power (Reynolds 1992, pp17-18). Hugo Grotius, in the seventeenth century, warned of the
wrongfulness of claiming, by right of discovery, that which belongs to someone else
(Reynolds 1992, p9).
In time, commentaries on English law came to question how far colonial settlers should go in
imposing the benefits of ‘Christianity and European civilisation’ on the ‘backward peoples of
the world’ (Brennan, Mabo 2, paragraph 33). The popular view in 18th century England was
that Britain had the right to civilise the world, and develop areas that were underused and
‘waste’. But by the 1840s, the language of contemporary newspapers, books, correspondence
and journals acknowledged that Aboriginal Australian people were the original inhabitants,
unjustly dispossessed by British settlement. It was widely accepted that Britain owed them
some sort of compensation. The question was how should it be paid (Hunter 1996, pp11-12)?
The rhetoric drawing on Justice Dawson’s dissenting judgment in Mabo 2 that it is ‘wrong to
revise history’ relies on the ‘old’ view of history and is identified with conservative politics.
Hunter (1996) suggests the judge separated the present ‘controversies’ from historical
‘injustices’ to arrive at his decision; as did the conservative politician Hewson, who spoke of
the need ‘“to draw a line in the sand” between the irremediable past and the present’ (Hunter
1996, pp11-12).
On the other side of politics, the Labor government of the day claimed that the Mabo 2
decision was the endorsement of a ‘new historical narrative’, hence, a new national identity
and sense of place. Both the court and the government saw the Mabo 2 issue as a moral
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responsibility. Historical truth became equated with moral truth (Attwood 1996, ppxxxiixxxiii).
Some of this moral obligation was recognised in February 2008 when the Commonwealth
Government said ‘Sorry’ for the hurt caused to the Stolen Generations. For my part, it is my
moral obligation to firmly emplace a radically altered understanding of Ngunawal territory in
my narrative. Riessman (2008) explains that narrative serves several purposes for the
individual telling the story – ‘to remember, argue, justify, persuade, engage, entertain, and
even mislead an audience’ (Riessman 2008, p8). In the reflexive space of my spatial narrative
I attempt to empathically conceptualise the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape using a hybrid
perspective. I use narrative as the means to recontextualise the notion of interactive space as a
storied line ‘lived in our own time’ in the context of Ngunawal ecological identification.
I am mindful that my thickly descriptive narrative of landscape is a European cultural
convention and I am using it to articulate my interaction with Ngunawal culture. I follow that
convention of narrative because I do not belong to the Ngunawal tradition (Muecke 1992,
pp87, 166-167). The problem, I believe, is part way resolved by shifting my position and
developing the signals and symbols required by a hybrid perspective engaging both Ngunawal
culture and my own. The language of an expanded conceptualisation of space, as interactive
space and the hybridity that emerges in the subsequent dialogue, has been discussed
previously.
The ethnographer Muecke (1992) has talked of his own similar predicament (Muecke 1992,
especially the Introduction). However, unlike Muecke, I do not see Aboriginal Australian
tradition of narrative as text. Nor do I see the landscape as being written, or as a metaphor for
text. Equating Aboriginal Australian spatiality to the qualities of written text has too much of
the linear beginning-to-end of literary conventions. An analogy with textual narrative also has
colonial overtones. Rose (1993) has also argued, from a feminist perspective of personal and
professional power relations, against use of the metaphor of land as text by landscape
geographers. Traditional Aboriginal Australian experience of a socio-cultural landscape is
through a sense of being, which is lived, felt, spoken and visually symbolic, more of the
multi-dimensional pluralism of reciprocal ecological exchange. Muecke rightly points out,
though, that there cannot be any real concept of ‘landscape’ in Aboriginal Australian
traditions because there is no real separation into self and other where relations with the land
are concerned.
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Similarly to Muecke my narrative is situated in the signals and symbols of an interaction of
places, body and landscape that are not perceived as separate environments (Muecke 1992,
p166). The Ngunawal community make connections between people and places, between
people and the land and its waters and everything else, physically and symbolically. The
concept of place, accordingly, should be perceived as an interactive space. Place cannot be
articulated solely in terms of material dimensions or geometry, but nor is it entirely abstract.
There are the added dimensions of the lived experience and of the relationship of self and
country as collective self.
A tree can be experienced in two dimensions as lines on paper or on a rock face or as a
photographic image. The same tree may be experienced in three dimensions as an object to
climb, as a look out or as the location of a beehive or some other source of food. An
individual may experience the tree for its symbolic, metaphoric and animistic shape and form,
for example, the meaning of fertility (for the individual, and by extension, for the community
and the environment) in the tree’s outline and form of a pregnant woman. A leaning and
curved trunk of another tree may be experienced, at an emotional level by the individual, as
symbolic of a hunched human form weeping in grief. A particular species of tree growing
across the landscape may be also collectively symbolic of the extent and bounds, and a
communal identification of, territory.
The lived experience of interactive space in Aboriginal Australian culture, generally, is
probably most strongly illustrated by the nature of narrative traditions. For example, the
defining of territory may, in some regions, be in terms of storied lines that have little
resemblance to the characteristics of text. Generally, narratives are part of an oral tradition;
they are spoken or sung and performed, with the speaker presenting lived experience of places
being shared with a variable living, breathing, physical environment. The experience of
interactive space is lived through an interaction of the political dimension of community,
historical movement and change, the symbolic features of the land and an awareness of the
presence of ancestral spirit beings. The storyteller presents self or other characters of the story
in a spatial narrative moving through a changing interactive space, linking places of
connection, sometimes literally, sometimes metaphorically, as different dimensions of the
same dialogue.
More specifically, the inseparability of physical and metaphorical relationships of water, land,
plants, animals and people is reflected when Don tells his Ngunawal Dreaming stories. The
poetic merging of these ancient waters and land with the experience of people is reflected in
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the narrative space of Ngunawal stories. The deep ecological experience is made tangible
through the repeating of Dreaming stories. The inseparability of the people and the land is
complemented by the notion of permeable boundaries in the interaction of personal and
environmental space (as I have previously discussed). Recognition of those permeable
boundaries further blurs the distinction between the nature of the physical and the nonphysical in the general narrative.
The conceptualisation of line and space in the perception of Ngunawal territory (as discussed
previously) is a case in point. Tindale’s (1974) work demonstrated that there was a concept of
boundaries in traditional Aboriginal Australian tribal culture. His ecological approach
recognised the role of rivers and mountain ranges, valleys and plains in the definition of
territory. There are no intractable fence lines or borders. The definition of territory may be
influenced by the ecological basis of water catchments as Flood (1976, pp38, 40) has
suggested. Dixon (1976) also recognised the importance of landscape features, such as rivers,
lakes and waterholes, separating frontiers of food-rich tracts of land (Dixon 1976, p208). A
spatial narrative serves to link the different levels of meaning of these features, defining a
sense of territory. The permeability of the boundaries of Ngunawal territory is reflected in the
ancient landforms of the Ngunawal pathways, on which I elaborate in later chapters,
connecting the tablelands to the inland, to the coast and to the highlands of the snow country.
Just what Tindale’s narrative meant in relation to the definition of traditional tribal boundaries
has great political significance in the local community. Tribal boundaries are still being
debated in relation to Native Title claims concerning the Ngunawal community. With the
emphasis on documented evidence in Native Title claims, the language of space and the
concept of line as they relate to the interpretation of Tindale’s presentation of tribal
boundaries, then, are fundamental. While I have not adopted some of the detail of the
boundaries named in Tindale’s description of Ngunawal territory where it differs from what
Don has told me, I have used Tindale’s general conceptualisation of line and space in the
definition of territory.
INTRODUCING ARTS METHOD AND THE VISUAL IMAGE INTO A SPATIAL
NARRATIVE
The perception of interactive space hinges on making visible, in one form or another, the
experience and the perceived meaning of it. The meaning itself becomes perceivable as
experience is presented through different depictions of reflexive dialogue. The experience of
an individual (or other character or characters, animal or human, all in their environmental
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context) is articulated into existence in the minds of the audience through story or made
visible through symbolic actions, objects, words and images.
As is the case in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape, Aboriginal Australian people get to
know and therefore ‘map’ the land and form connections with it by walking, metaphorically
and physically, the ancient pathways that were created by the ancestors (Muecke 1992, p168).
These ancestral pathways themselves embody mind, body and place in juxtaposition as people
are told or tell the story in different ways. Words, images, objects, and the action of walking
are different vehicles for moving through a physical and metaphorical landscape, but they all
present some form of interactive space that involves self in a reflexive dialogue in that space
(Ryle 2002 (1954), pp12-13).
By presenting a reflexive exchange as a spatial narrative, I can reveal the formation of
cognitive connections that are the consequence of my practical experience of the interaction
of personal and environmental space, as this interaction is made tangible through the created
images and words of my descriptions. The narrative values of thick description guide my
audience along unseeable cognitive pathways of connection between personal and
environmental space. The images that I include in the narrative ‘makes experiences of
individuals become “seeable” in ways that go beyond the “sayable”’ (Riessman 2008, p143).
The practical experience of moving through interactive space, reflecting on the experience
and presenting it through words and images, and my consciousness of the audience witnessing
its presentation, should be considered as contributing different perspectives of one dialogue.
Ryle (2002 (1949)) says that dilemmas of perception (such as the dilemmas of ownership and
historical and moral truths that I have already discussed) are often conflicts caused by
‘category-mistakes’. He argues that many of the dilemmas at the basis of knowledge arise
from separating mental being from material being, into different logical categories (Ryle 2002
(1949), p16). The cognitive functions of the mind are separated from the practical and
physical world of the body. Perceiving the cognitive reasoning of science and the practical
reasoning of the arts as separate languages of space and time perpetuates such dilemmas. In
fact, as traditional Aboriginal Australian cultural perception demonstrates, they are languages
of a multi-dimensional experience that is inclusive of subjective, lived time.
By introducing images into the spatial narrative I am acknowledging the key role of the visual
dimension in forging links between people and places. Images also complement the narrative
abilities of words of thick description. The images that I have introduced into my spatial
narrative are constructed images, created in response to what I experienced as I walked in
147

different places. Borrowing methods from the visual arts, I created the images as tools for
active participation in interactive space as I perceive it to relate to Ngunawal territory. At the
same time, the images serve as a tool to present my experience and perception for others to
conceptualise. The images provide a means for the active involvement of my audience in the
cognitive and practical reasoning that is involved in the reflexivity of ecological
identification.
The reflexive movement between cognitive reflection and the reasoning of practical
experience is a means of generating a response that has not yet been processed into language.
This response creates knowledge that has not yet entered the realm of the ‘rational’. To this
purpose, the processes of art are closely related with those of empirical science in their
capacity to construct a language for dialogue of pre-cognitive experience. The difference
between them is that the methodologies of the arts are designed to deal with the experience of
the unseen and the indeterminate. The arts have the capacity to make visible the objects and
events, the things that can be conceived that are outside of ‘normal’ perception of space and
time (Truswell 2006). Therefore, the visual arts have the capacity to supply me with the
means to deal with what I initially perceived as intangible in Ngunawal ways of knowing.
An audience can participate in an experience of being outside of ‘normal’ reality by engaging
with a visual image that is supported by words or other images that can to some degree guide
the audience through the experience. Rose (2007) makes the point that ‘images have their own
agency’, but they also work ‘in conjunction with other kinds of representation’. Images are
‘multimodal’ in that they are understood in relation to other things. Images carry their own
meanings, but they can be reduced to the meanings conveyed by those other things, such as
text or other images (Rose 2007, p11). I will add to Rose’s point by saying that images can
also absorb meanings and expand with them. The context in which the image is presented, be
it a gallery, an archive, a book or a Web page, will influence the meaning conveyed, the
impact that the image has and the way it is viewed and interpreted by an audience.
The photographic images that I created as part of my spatial narrative are an active part of my
research process. In creating the images I was not so much concerned with theories of
visuality4 or the visual object (Rose 2007, p2). Rather I used the images as a ‘means to an
end’, not as a final product. I am interested in the images for what the visual process can
realize, ‘rather than in terms of what photographs inherently are’. Photographic images can

4

‘Visuality’ means the way vision is constructed – how and why we see what we see.
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achieve something that methods of speech and writing cannot. I do not use the images as
objects to be analysed in themselves. I use them as a spatial language in a narrative about
interactive space. I use them because they can convey an experience of interactive space as a
‘plastic’ space, one that is not dependant on geometrically converging lines chasing distant
horizons and defining focal points (Rose 2007, p238). ‘The specific visual qualities of photos
are allowed to display themselves rather more on their own terms, thus acting as visual
supplement to the written text of the researcher’ (Rose 2007, p239).
As to whether this form of image is appropriate to critical visual research methodology, Rose
(2007) says that the ‘question of social effects of the visual images remains relevant to these
methods: not in relation to what images do in the wider social world, but in relation to the
social relations embedded in the research process itself’ (Rose 2007, p239). This means that
‘the question of research ethics is much more overt in these methods than in others’ (Rose
2007, pp239-240). In the context of my research process, the images are not from the
perspective of a researcher watching or observing people in the socio-cultural landscape. Nor
do they deliberately depict Ngunawal cultural artefacts, symbols or socio-cultural landscape
features of special cultural significance. The images relate my own reflexive and personal
exchange with the land and its waters, as they exist as objects of ecological identification. The
images are a means of expressing my personal experience, as researcher, of the challenge
posed by Ngunawal ways of knowing, to the visuality of my own focus. While I recognise
that socio-cultural power relations are still embedded in the negotiations of the interpretative
divide between the researcher, the researched and the audience, I also believe that the images
present a hybrid perspective in which reflexivity forms a central order for an ethical research
process (Rose 2007, p240).
The images that I have created are used to confirm and verify the substance of what I have
worded in the narrative but, more importantly, to expand on the words, to add new
information through their own unique form of language. The effect of the image is what is
important in the formation of a hybrid perspective. The images are used to form ‘specified
generalizations’ about the interactive space of ecological identification and for ‘capturing the
“texture” of places’ (Rose 2007, pp246-247).5 They show in ‘a moment what it would take
pages of writing to describe’ and ‘show us things that are hard to describe in writing at all’
(Rose 2007, p247). For example, images embody the visual qualities that define an experience

5

Rose is quoting Becker when she talks about ‘specified generalizations’.
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or perception. They can portray a sense of place in the environment just as they can facilitate
identification and the expression of emotional attachment to a place, emotions that ‘evade
verbal and written expression’ (Rose 2007, p248).
I have tried to invoke the visual qualities of interactive space, the permeability of the
boundaries that I perceive in the physical environment and of the human mind and body
engaged in ecological identification. The passage of conceptual and emotional movement in
the interaction of personal and environmental space creates a kneading movement and change
in interactive space that is inclusive of lived time (past and present). The qualities of the
subject are embodied in the images as they are inserted into the spatial narrative, absorbed
from the land and the waters themselves and from the writing about the environment in which
they were created (Rose 2007, p248). At the same time the images are presentations that are
‘made meanings’ constructed from the conceptualisation that helps us make sense of our
world (Rose 2007, pp1-2).
Rose (2007) raises the interdependence of word and images when she says that while work
such as my own:
advocates the unique abilities of visual materials to convey information or affect in
ways that words find hard or impossible, those visual materials still need written
context to make their effects evident (Rose 2007, p255).

In support of the written content of a spatial narrative, Eisner (1997) says:
Narrative, when well crafted, is a spur to imagination, and through our imaginative
participation in the worlds that we create we have a platform for seeing what might
be called our ‘actual worlds’ more clearly. Furthermore, when narrative is well
crafted, empathetic forms of understanding are advanced (Eisner 1997, paragraph
21).

SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 4.2
A transdisciplinary narrative can influence the interpretation of permeable boundaries as they
affect the concepts of line and space in the conceptualisation of Ngunawal territory. A spatial
narrative that describes ecological identification and sense of place moves perception out of
the realm of the intangible and into the presentable.
I combine historical and ethnographic methods to reflect the metamorphosis of the Ngunawal
lived experience of social and cultural consequences of history, environmental change and
symbolic meaning. Incorporating thick description provides potential to present the intangible
layers of historical assumptions and limitations of ethnographic knowledge, and the
inferences and implications of what I, as the researcher, am personally, feeling, seeing and
thinking, through a narrative of concrete writing.
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Historical assumptions involve documentation that rarely recorded the language group with
which Aboriginal Australians identified. Records showed little understanding of the social
level at which a group was functioning. Reference to the location of camps and corroborees
was usually the only means of identification. Ethnographically, the spelling of ‘Ngunawal’ is
an issue of identification, which carries political, cultural and historical meaning, as do the
names given to creeks, rivers, plains and other landscape features.
Mabo 2 is primarily based on the perceived relationship between people and the land. The
emphasis of this same ecological identification influences my understanding of Ngunawal
territory. My part of the moral obligation indicated by Mabo 2 is to emplace a radically
altered, hybrid perspective of interactive space in my narrative. I use narrative to
recontextualise the conceptualisation of line and space, in the definition of territory, as a
storied line ‘lived in our own time’.
Adding to the methods of history and ethnography, I also borrow from the visual arts. I use a
reflexive exchange between practical and cognitive reasoning as a means to generate an
empathic response, prior to it being processed into the hybrid language of a transdisciplinary,
transcultural spatial narrative. I use images for their capacity as spatial language and to
complement the limits of words of thick description. An audience can participate in the
creation of my spatial narrative, by engaging with a visual image that is supported by words
and other images to guide them through my developing empathy with Ngunawal territory.
However, a spatial narrative of a developing empathic understanding relies on the reflexive
capacity of an emergent methodology to generate an evocative explanation. The reflexivity
will also determine the theory and transdisciplinary methods supporting that understanding.
In the following chapter I will discuss how the reflexive interaction of emergent methodology
and the presentation of evocative signals and symbols can advance an empathic understanding
through the transformative interaction of personal and researcher perspectives.
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CHAPTER 4.3
THE TRANSFORMATIONAL, TRANSDISCIPLINARY,
TRANSCULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
The interaction of reflexivity and praxis challenges the boundaries of practice, thought
and language of the researcher.
In this chapter I explain how theory and methodology emerge from the transformative
interaction of personal and researcher perspectives. I discuss this in the context of the
self-reflexivity of the New Ethnography (Goodall 2000) and the postmodern
methodology of emergence (Somerville 2007).
Those in turn require me to consider:
•

reflexivity and praxis as a single operation

•

praxis and the conceptualisation of a reflexive dialogue

•

articulating critical reflection on the personal and the researcher - the dual
perspectives of self

•

ecological identification and an incomplete perspective of self

•

empathy, emergent methodology and an evocative language

•

power and reflexive dialogue.

REFLEXIVITY AND PRAXIS AS A SINGLE OPERATION
I have already discussed the creation of a transcultural and a transdisciplinary perspective of
the interaction of personal and environmental space. Language emerges through the
transcultural terms of my spatial narrative as reflexivity transforms practical transdisciplinary
experience, through reflection, into cognitive perception. Praxis follows threshold moments to
build theory on practice. Theory and methodology, together, thus form the language of
conceptualised practice. Now I discuss this process in the context of the self-reflexivity of the
New Ethnography (Goodall 2000) and the postmodern methodology of emergence
(Somerville 2007).
I have found, as I worked with Don and Ruth, no matter how closely I have observed their
actions or how closely I have witnessed and listened to what they have personally said or
shown me, even using a transcultural and transdisciplinary approach, that there will always be
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thoughts they have not articulated or that I could not initially comprehend or have
misunderstood. I cannot know specifically what is going on in their minds.
The question, therefore, is: how do I as a researcher apply an alternating reflexivity and
praxis to something that I may not initially understand?
Ryle (2002 (1949)), points out that to do something through ‘intelligent’ practice is a single
operation of ‘thinking what I am doing’. As in playing tennis, thinking and doing become one
action (Ryle 2002 (1949), p32; Ryle 1971 (c), pp465-479).
Ryle’s philosophical method, according to Dennett (2002), is aimed at ‘what people do’ and is
pitched at ‘a personal level of explanation’ (Dennett 2002, pxi). Ryle’s process is about
‘immersing oneself in the practice and letting the method do its work’ (Dennett 2002, pxvi).
Efficient practice precedes the theory of it; methodologies presuppose the application
of the methods, of the critical investigation of which they are the products. … It is
therefore possible for people intelligently to perform some sorts of operations when
they are not able to consider any propositions enjoining how they should be
performed (Ryle 2002 (1949), p30).

Ryle’s approach therefore suggests that conceptualising the variable reality of interactive
space as I work with Don and Ruth would be a performance of reflexivity and praxis as a
single, flowing procedure (Ryle 2002 (1949), pp 29-32, 58-60).
The anti-foundational approach of anti-essentialism accepts the interaction of dual
perspectives of the personal and researcher and gives potential for creating a personal
perspective of how alternating reflexivity and praxis might work in conceptualising Ngunawal
territory. A dual perspective of self is embedded in the reflexive process and then
conceptualisation of that process develops an emergent theory and methodology. The
representation of ecological identification becomes more and more complex as praxis builds
theory on practice to emerge as methodology (Brearley 2008, pp16-17).
PRAXIS AND THE CONCEPTUALISATION OF A REFLEXIVE DIALOGUE
Somerville (2007) has articulated the value of a process of emergence in the postmodern
research environment through the development of the theoretical framework of her
‘methodology of postmodern emergence’ (Somerville 2007, pp225-243). The development of
alternative methodologies, for Somerville, occurred while she was working with Aboriginal
Australian co-participants, out of what Denzin and Lincoln called the ‘crisis of representation’
(Somerville 2007, p226). Just as I was challenged by Ngunawal ways of knowing,
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Somerville’s preconceived ideas of research procedures were also challenged and influenced
by ‘Indigenous epistemologies’ (Somerville 2007, p226).
Looking for alternative ways to represent these epistemologies, Somerville drew inspiration
from Richardson’s (1994) ‘writing-as-a-method-of-inquiry’ and Trin Minh Ha’s (1989)
juxtaposition of stories, quotes and images. They, like Somerville, were working through the
‘struggle of representation, the necessity to create new forms through which to represent
alternative knowledges’ (Somerville 2007, pp226-227).
Somerville recognised that every research practice, qualitative or empirical, draws the
researcher into the research process at some point. There is a ‘point of transformation’ where
every researcher becomes self-aware and situated in the research environment. There is a
‘point of emergence’ when the researcher is reflecting on the experience of their own practice
and their own circumstance (Somerville 2007, p228). For me this ‘point of emergence’ came
when I acknowledged the value of using my own voice as I reflect on interactive space ‘lived
in our own time’. Similarly to Somerville, from that point a new methodology developed
through reflecting on my own practice and then feeding that new knowledge back as praxis.
Somerville also observed, as I too have found, that the ‘quality of emergence is not always
about inserting the personal: there are many dimensions to emergence’ (Somerville 2007,
pp228-229). For me, as researcher, emergence also constitutes a method by which to
transform language. Emergence can mean when ‘the soil is transformed from the ground of
the savannah to a coded sample in a test tube’ (Somerville 2007, p229). In my experience,
emergence is when the subjective experience of Ngunawal land and its waters is transformed
into abstract concepts of line and space. For me, the pole at the other end of the empirical
example is my self-reflexive spatial narrative. The words and images of this narrative emerge
as the language of interaction, the means by which I communicate a hybrid perspective of the
experience of permeability and the reconceptualisation of line and space.
Somerville says, of one Aboriginal Australian researcher (Marshall 2002):
the necessity to engage with the development of an alternative methodology that sits
between Western knowledge traditions and her Aboriginal heritage of knowledge and
country meant that she was particularly aware of this process. … Moving between
the paintings, the oral story-telling and the writing, consciously reflecting on the
development of a radical alternative methodology, Marshall was able to access the
unsayable in her writing, thereby generating new knowledge (Somerville 2007,
p229).

Similarly, my own need to respect confidentiality has shaped the development of language
and emergent methodology. As a researcher my positioning is a dynamic one of practical and
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cognitive reasoning interacting with subjective and abstract knowledge. While I recognise a
need to explicitly articulate, for the benefit of a participating audience, my changing personal
sense of place, the dual focus on the personal and the researcher in reconceptualising self
carries responsibilities to others who are implicated in the narrative.
Out of respect for Ngunawal cultural protocols I cannot directly focus on the social and
cultural objects of the Ngunawal ecological relationship of personal and environmental space.
Some things are not spoken about in the wider community. Such things as grieving and
birthing, for instance, are referred to simply as ‘women’s business’ and nothing more is said
widely.
The experience of birth and death are events that tie people into the rhythm of an ecological
cycle of the environment that sustains them. Not knowing the language of that cycle affects
their prospects of survival. The location of a person’s birth will determine where they are
buried although Ngunawal people do not talk about burials. Who a person’s parents are and
where they are born is central to language. Parents teach their children the language of their
own country, the system of ecological symbols that makes a particular environmental territory
familiar and understandable. Identity is about a developing personal engagement in the
interactive space of a particular language system. Language emerges with the development of
ecological identification.
Language and a methodology for working with it are tied to the fact that I personally mature
and change as researcher in the experience of ecological relationships. The methodology
emerges during the journey from what I understand to exist to what I, as a researcher, come to
know exists. I begin the process as a researcher in one state of knowing, to become a
researcher in another. In other words, a process of emergence is about recognising that not
only is the research process dynamic, so is the researcher. I reflexively constitute a language
using emergent signals and symbols. Those signals and symbols are not prescribed. They
emerge in the reflexivity of practical experience and are expressed in the reflective metaphor
of spatial narrative.
Somerville has explored these ideas by examining research processes for the basis of
emergence (Somerville 2007, pp229-230). Tracing the evolution of ‘grounded theory’ from
research processes, she found some possibilities of understanding emergence. Somerville
quotes Dey (1999) when she says, ‘Theory evolves during actual research, and it does this
through continuous interplay between analysis and data collection.’ Somerville sees
emergence lying in the:
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dynamic inter(play) between data and theorizing, the idea of play between.
Emergence occurs in the space between data, representing grounded (but
unknowable) material reality, and analysis, as the act of meaning-making (Somerville
2007, p230).

Thus, rather than remaining limited to the emphasis of grounded theory on verification of a
resulting hypothesis, Somerville wanted to focus on the emergence that involves ‘postmodern
reconceptualisation’, and that is about ‘becoming-researcher’ in the act of meaning-making.
‘The aim was to undo the preconceptions, the left-brain habits of logic and order and to
respond differently to the landscapes of the research’ (Somerville 2007, p230).
I consider this interplay or meaning-making to be similar to ‘juxtaposition’ in the visual arts:
various concepts, things or events moving in close proximity – side-by-side, parallel or
overlapping in such a way that interaction stimulates creativity. This juxtaposition is
something that I have attempted to do, through spatial narrative, in recontextualising the
Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape as interactive space ‘lived in our own time’.
What Somerville has outlined intersects with what I termed (in Chapter 3) the critical
engagement with the philosophical conventions of knowledge and perception. Somerville
explored maps, photos, writings, and material artefacts of the research to present what was
going on in the socio-cultural landscape. Visual images – drawn and photographed, scenic
vistas, oral conversations, written stories, historical documents, topographic and geological
maps; one informs the other through the differences in their language. However she found that
the ‘undoing’ of preconceived ideas about the landscape was not in these research artefacts
but in images that take form - ‘stripped of extraneous matter’ (Somerville 2007, pp230-231) in her ideas (through the interaction of qualities and patterns of people and things).
The research artefacts structured the questions, approach, collection of information and its
analysis. They were also the means to a creative end (Somerville 2007, pp230-231).
Emergence is about the creative juxtaposition of a collage or assemblage of experience and of
critical words, images and qualities left to freely associate and generate their own life and
movement outside of preconceived notions. For Somerville, emergence in the research
process is about ‘becoming other’, rather than being; a process comparable to an emergent
ecological identification, which I introduced earlier.
The researcher is involved in ‘twin processes of coming into being and becoming-other to the
self through research engagement’ (Somerville 2007, p232). This is what I am trying to
achieve by reconceptualising self, using the dual perspectives of personal and researcher
through a sequence of threshold moments. The research environment becomes a space for the
156

‘undoing of subjectivity’. Drawing on the concept of the ‘liminal’ from Turner (1882),
Somerville talks of ‘a space of becoming’ which is the ‘time and space betwixt and between
one context of meaning and action and another’ and, in the terms that she borrows from
Metcalfe (pers. comm. 2005, referenced in Somerville 2007), ‘a time and space without
narrative’ (Somerville 2007, p232). I have previously discussed a similar notion also in terms
of ‘threshold moments’ and ‘bringing-forth’.
In such a space of becoming, there is no pre-existing knowledge, no previous experience to
reflect on and no documented narrative for the dialogue that takes place. If my presence as
researcher in the research environment is explicit, then the transition in this new reality will
be embodied through a changing personal identification and articulated in the narrative as one
state of being becomes another. The subjective and cognitive process of becoming something
else, as I reflect on being challenged by the Ngunawal perspective of a transition between
different states of being, may also be traced through the spatial narrative that I construct.
However, the movement and change of pre-cognitive transformation, the knowledge from
which cognitive movement emerges, only occur in the personal space of practical experience.
For this reason, like Somerville, I have created an alternative reflexive space in which to ‘play
with’ the complexities of being a researcher who has had her ways of knowing challenged by
the experience of another. Importantly, the creative methods that are inherent in this - the
language of creative images and thickly descriptive words - enable me to experience and
conceptualise interactive space outside ‘normal’ rational constraints. I am able to experience
‘a space of becoming-other’ (Somerville 2007, p232), and reflect on interactive space with an
altered ecological identification. This space of becoming is ‘a critical time and space for
emergence … new subjectivities emerge simultaneously with new forms’ (Somerville 2007,
p232).
ARTICULATING CRITICAL REFLECTION ON THE PERSONAL AND THE
RESEARCHER AS THE DUAL PERSPECTIVES OF SELF
The AIATSIS1 ‘Guidelines for Ethical Research in Indigenous Studies’ (May 2000) and the
‘Ngunawal Aboriginal Cultural Heritage Consultation Protocol’ document guide my position.
My positioning also follows Aboriginal Australian cultural tradition, one of remaining seated
on the edge of the camp waiting to be invited to enter. It is my positioning on the edge of the
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camp that has created a space of critical reflection. It has been my experience that it is at the
edges of something that change occurs.
I am conscious of ‘becoming-other’, but I am not Ngunawal and I am no longer the same
researcher who first entered the research environment. I am ‘playing’ on the edge of change,
but being a frontier-like edge it is ill-defined, permeable and between different ways of
knowing. What I am working with is transformation generated in the reflexivity of practice
and reflection, the space between the physical and what is not physical, the permeability of
line and space, the intangibles of another’s language. Transformation provides ripe situations
for threshold moments of emergence. These situations are creative spaces, ‘that provide
especially fertile conditions, exquisitely dynamic intensities that make us available to a
transformation of who we are’ in our challenged circumstances (Somerville 2007, p232). As
Somerville states, ‘this becoming-other, born of the space in-between is, I believe, the
condition for generating new knowledge’ (Somerville 2007, p234).
The way I perceive the world will be self-conscious, so that scholarly research becomes an
exploration of epistemology and ontology. Scholarly research becomes a dialogue between
the personal (first-person) and the researcher (third person) situated in both the physical and
the metaphorical dimensions of interactive space. However, while the dialogue I participate in
is influenced by Ngunawal ways of knowing, that which I experience is not that which occurs
in Ngunawal culture. My narrative is the equivalent of what Somerville says is ‘an act of
translation between specific Aboriginal traditions, contemporary Aboriginal cultures and
Western forms of English language and painting’ (Somerville 2007, p233).
My spatial narrative is an interaction of subjective and conceptual experience. My role as
researcher is to guide my audience through the creative altering of my own language. The
subsequent spatial narrative represents the story of my journey through Ngunawal territory as
it has come to be represented through visual imagery to compensate for what does not
translate into words (Somerville 2007, pp232-233). However, the imagery is not Ngunawal
imagery. Through my representation of the land and its waters I open up opportunities for
others to enter ‘the space where these knowledges can begin to be accessible and meaningful
for contemporary Australia’ (Somerville 2007, p233).
Opening a space of transformative interaction has been theorised as a ‘relational space
between self and other’ by feminists and postcolonial researchers and writers alike
(Somerville 2007, p234). Somerville talks of relational spaces that resemble the frontier-like
space between subjective and abstract knowledge, which I have introduced previously. In
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feminist terms these relational spaces ‘are where gender and social transformation are
generated’, while postcolonial writers talk in terms of ‘generative space of transformation and
new knowledges’. There are also the ‘third space’, and the ‘contact zone’ where groups of
‘peoples geographically and historically separated come into contact with each other’
(Somerville 2007, pp234-235), which I have also discussed previously.
As I have done, Somerville further adds ideas from Aboriginal Australian cultural ways of
knowing that involve ‘an ontology of self becoming-other in the space between self and the
natural world, composed of humans and non-human others, animate and inanimate; animals
and plants, weather, rocks and trees’. She also wants to ‘include the materialities and
technologies through which we create’ (Somerville 2007, p235). This is a hybrid space of
different cultures and creative processes interacting.
Working in a language of an interaction of the physical and metaphorical, as has Somerville, I
seek ways to adapt my practice to embody the sense of self in terms of ecological relationship.
The threshold moment of emergence has to be situated somewhere in the experience of the
relationship. While destabilising this relationship in a postcolonial sense, Bird Rose (2002)
asks:
how many settlers both acknowledge indigenous people’s prior and continuing
relationships to the places that sustain all of us, and at the same time refrain from
appropriating indigenous relationships to place (Bird Rose 2002, pp311-312)?

Being an ecological self, self will be ‘materially embedded in specific places’ while being of
the same general makeup as the rest of the universe. ‘The emplaced ecological self is
permeable: place penetrates the body, and the body slips into place’ (Bird Rose 2002, p312).
The language of the physical and the metaphorical becomes a language of permeability. This
permeability symbolises connections that individuals make with a place through kinship and
emplacement so that, as Bird Rose (2002) points out, ‘flesh and blood, love and marriage’,
connections of body and place through labour, learning and commitment become inseparable.
The dust gets up your nose and into the crevices of your skin, it mingles with your
sweat and personalises your hat band even as your own fluids wash into the ground
(Bird Rose 2002, p313).

My physical being is not firmly embedded into a place of interactive space until my
ecological identification manifests as the thickly descriptive words and creative images of my
spatial narrative.
The spatial narrative that is generated is situated in the permeable frontier between the
physicality of a place and of my body, and the non-physicality of my conceptualised
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perception as it manifests as metaphorical connections (Bird Rose 2002, pp312-313). The
interaction of the different perspectives of the personal and researcher is inclusive of a history
and a future. My position within this complex history will always be an emergent exchange
embedded in ecological identification that is permeated by a changing sense of place (Bird
Rose 2002, pp320-321).
ECOLOGICAL IDENTIFICATION AND AN INCOMPLETE PERSPECTIVE OF SELF
The articulation of a process of emergence shows how a methodology for a reflexively
created ecological identification develops as a hybrid interaction of social, cultural and
environmental tension. The origins of my knowledge of ecological relationships can be
traced. The intangibles that I perceive of another’s relationship of personal and environmental
space can be made presentable to the audience who, like me, sits on the edge of the camp
waiting to be invited in. By admitting the audience I recognise that the boundaries of the
research environment are also permeable.
Presenting an explicitly personal and researcher perspective means that I expose the
internalised or ‘private’ identification (experienced in the depths of an ecological
relationship), with the more externalised context of the public spaces of the Ngunawal sociocultural landscape. A balanced reflexivity opens the dialogue of ‘inward and outward
representations’ to the potential critique of others in the broader realm of practice and theory
(Goodall 2000, p91).
As Ryle (2002 (1949)) has pointed out in his discussion of solipsism, the internalised
perspective would continue to be something unknowable by others if I remained silent in its
representation. An open engagement means that I participate in such a way that, while the
audience may not necessarily know the workings of my mind, it can at least follow them
through my actions. For this purpose the most important of my actions are the description of
what I do in the physical environment, the images I make and what I write about my
experience (Ryle 2002 (1949), p61).
As a critically aware researcher I recognise that, through my actions, I am participating in an
ecological dialogue that Aboriginal Australians have been engaged in for thousands of years,
which goes some way to restoring the common bond of community. Doing so at a personal
level acknowledges the legitimacy of the demands of different socio-cultural connections that
individuals have made with the environment in this country. Doing so while acknowledging
my colonial ancestry also recognises that these connections involve a history of harm to
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people and the environment (Bird Rose 2002, p322). However, in the dialogue of ecological
identification, acknowledging historical connections of harm can become something more
empowering (Bird Rose 2002, p322). Here Bird Rose (2002) agrees with Somerville’s ideas
of emergence, and applies them to an ethics of care that is consistent with Aboriginal
Australian culture, when she says:
It enables a becoming that calls us to take care of the places and people with whom
we are connected. It offers an expanded concept of self, and thus an expanded
concept of self-interest. It reconfigures dialogue to include place, and brings us face
to face with the real here and now of our lives. A permeable and becoming self is an
unfinished project and thus invites considerations of mutual care. An ethic of care
could thrust itself into our bodies and minds through awareness of our own
unfinished vulnerability. Ecological selves require an ecological dialogue in order to
sustain the country in the self and the self in the country (Bird Rose 2002, p322).

However, as an unfinished, and therefore emergent perspective, writing myself into the spatial
narrative also places me in a position of vulnerability in its presentation.
Vulnerability aside, the more evocative the representation of this perspective, the more my
audience has an opportunity to perceive the nature of interactive space that is between, within
and around the physical and metaphorical objects of ecological identification. The audience
can begin to form an understanding through a hybridised representation (Goodall 2000, p97;
Bhabha 1994).
My methods at this point correlate with the New Ethnography which follows Goodall (2000)
who:
overtly privileges the personal over the so-called objective, and if it is good, it
dissolves any idea of distance, doesn’t produce ‘findings,’ isn’t generalizable, only
has credibility when self-reflexive and authority when richly vulnerable (Goodall
2000, p191).

In this way my spatial narrative is achieved through a ‘dialogic’ ethical tradition (as a
continual dialogue with others) using:
diverse narrative forms and personal language to share, and to learn from, the full
communicative range of human questions, experiences, and meanings. Which is to
say that ours is an ethic dedicated to the singular proposition that close textual
identification between consenting writers and readers is a very good thing. … It is a
good thing because when it is well done, we can learn previously unspoken,
unknown things about culture and communication from it (Goodall 2000, p191).

My perspective is achieved as an explicit self in the context of others (Goodall 2000, p191).
By ‘others’, I mean the land and waters of Ngunawal territory and, at a respectful distance of
cultural and personal experience, the Ngunawal Elders, and the philosophy of academic
scholarship.
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The methods of the New Ethnography are ‘a way of writing to get to the truth of our
experiences’. It is a means for scholarly inquiry that:
privileges the exploration of a self in response to questions that can only be
answered that way, through the textual construction of, and thoughtful reflection
about, the lived experiences of that self (Goodall 2000, p191).

The textual construction means a form of narrative that is able to represent the reflexive
dialogue of scholarship and the lived experience of self (Goodall 2000, p192). I have found it
necessary to incorporate visual images into the textual narrative to expand the spatial capacity
of the language of self (perceived as self-in-environment).
According to Goodall (2002) the value of my spatial narrative is determined by its ability to
exploit a language that establishes an empathic dialogue between the culture with which I am
interacting and my audience. In so doing, my audience should be able to identify with the
experience through my interpretation of it while still recognising differences from their own.
In other words, the audience must be able to participate in some form of constructive
conversation through my narrative and emerge from the dialogue transformed by a knowledge
that is generated from a shared sense of reality. My narrative must be good to read (or view),
inspirational and stimulating to the senses. It must have creative merit while generating
knowledge, as a form of expression and as an informative interpretation of the socio-cultural
landscape that is being researched. The value of my spatial narrative can be gauged by its
ability to affect my audience and encourage their reconsideration of assumptions about
cultural perception (Goodall 2000, p195) or, as Somerville suggests above, its
reconceptualisation.
The scholarly worth of the spatial narrative will continue to lie in its self-reflexivity. The
researcher will be the voice of an overt presence that is revealed and personally explored in
relation to others that are incorporated implicitly or explicitly in the narrative. Self-reflexivity
provides the audience with a means to follow the role of the researcher in the processes of
reflexivity and the evolution of praxis. Interpretation and the formulation of directions of
inquiry are the means for reflection (Goodall 2000, p196). If I have been successful then the
interpretive space between the personal, the researcher and the audience will be permeable
and therefore transformative. In this way my spatial narrative will have some changing effect
on language.
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EMPATHY, EMERGENT METHODOLOGY AND AN EVOCATIVE LANGUAGE
The audience may potentially form connections, as I have, with places of interactive space
that will lead them to moments of ‘personal reflection’, albeit through the means of my
representation (Goodall 2000, p196).
Within that reflection, we may be convinced of the truth of something we used to be
uncertain about, or suspicious about a truth we never before thought to question. We
may learn something entirely new, or overturn something we have long believed. Or
even this: We may suddenly turn around in our own earthly space and realize that we
will never again be able to turn around in that space in quite the same way (Goodall
2000, p196).

The reflexivity of my spatial narrative, as Goodall (2000) has expressed, reveals a tension
between my ‘incomplete personal evolution’ that I have discussed above, and ‘the desire for
complete scholarly arrival’ as a researcher. What is learnt of self is derived from dialogue
with others, and from self-reflection that is altered by something similar to Somerville’s
‘point of emergence’ and ‘point of transformation’, or to my ‘threshold moments’ (Goodall
2000, p121). The narrative will reveal ‘self, and the self’s construction of knowledge, as a
jointly produced work in progress’ (Goodall 2000, p8).
The dilemma of a ‘crisis of representation’, of which both Goodall and Somerville are
conscious, is partway resolved through using a language that is allowed to emerge from how
things are experienced and perceived, rather than being imposed on the basis of a rationalised
‘truth’ outside of the experience (Goodall 2000, p12).
Representation is literally about re-presenting a reality, which assumes a
correspondence between language used to create the representation and the reality
that gets represented (Goodall 2000, p12).

Using this method recognises that there are different realities, rather than a single reality,
changing with the perspective and position of the participant story-teller in the hybrid
construction of cultural perception (Goodall 2000, pp12-13). Dialogue will be shaped on the
authority of personal experience as it interacts with the conceptualisation and theorising of the
researcher (Goodall 2000, pp188-189). This avoids the limitations of ‘representational truth
telling’ (Goodall 2000, p12).
Obviously, the capacity of the spatial narrative to create a different perspective will change
with the adequacy of language. However, it will also depend on whether the explicitly
articulated self is participating, as Rose (1997) puts it, as an ‘insider’ or as an ‘outsider’ (Rose
1997, p312). To avoid possible separation of the two, the researcher should be placed in a
position that is both inside and outside of the cultural context. Experience should be situated
in the space ‘between the “field” and the “not-field”, between theory and practice, but also
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between researcher and researched’ (Rose 1997, p313). In my case (as I have said in the
previous chapter) this recognises the researched as the context, not the rationale. The reflexive
process becomes an explicit emergence, stabilised as praxis, conceptualised as methodology
(Rose 1997, pp312-313).
It is in the search for meaning in the language of this conceptualisation that I see an
intersection of Rose’s use of reflexivity with Somerville’s ‘point of emergence’ and ‘point of
transformation’ and my own, ‘threshold moments’. The researcher holds different positions in
a dialogue where ‘reflexivity may be less a process of self-discovery than of self-construction’
(Rose 1997, p313), which will allow the origins of the personal and the researcher
perspectives of self to be revealed. The significant issue that Rose (1997) recognises is that
understanding ‘other’ depends on there being some distance between the researcher and the
researched so that ‘between reinstates differences as distances’. The ecological relationship
between the researcher and the researched (in my case the interaction of self and
environment) is perceived as a landscape in which situated knowledge is articulated in such a
way as to trace its emergence through the research process (Rose 1997, p313 emphasis in
original).
My positioning in the transformative space is consensual, being at the frontier of socially
constituted knowledge. From an anti-essentialist perspective, no matter how close I am to the
Ngunawal Elders or my audience, or how closely connected I feel in the ecological relations
of personal and environmental space, my researcher’s perception does not hold a social,
cultural or an environmental ‘truth’. In a Foucaultian sense, this means that the power of the
research gaze passes between, and has the potential to be shared by, the researcher, the
Ngunawal community and the audience. The validation of my understanding as I present it,
and as others interpret it, becomes subject to a three-way empathy. This process of shared
power relies on the ongoing development of an ecological identification in the constitution of
knowledge by the researcher, the researched and the audience.
However, as Rose (1997) has also said, ‘we depend for our sense of self precisely on an
otherness we can never fully know’. Being ecologically aware, we are different but not
separate from other, being people, agency and its context and environmental setting (Rose
1997, p314). No matter how deeply I empathise with the environment in which I am
participating I will never be able to fully know other. For there to be an empathic presentation
the process will rely on me as researcher recognising that my personal understanding is
situated by the differences between me and something that I can never fully know about. Such
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a form of representation needs a place of interaction for differences to become perceivable. As
researcher in a relationship with the researched, ‘self becomes less a coherent agent and more
a decentred site of differences’ (Rose 1997, pp314-315). The researcher emerges as the
embodiment of interaction within the hybrid space of different but not separate positions of
knowledge.
In the context of anti-essentialism the separation of researcher and researched is dissolved
through the interaction of reflexivity, albeit, a reflexivity that is not necessarily transparent. A
more empathic process is possible because, finally, there is no concept of ‘them’ and ‘us’ in
regard to cultural communities or ‘you’ and ‘me’ in regard to individuals. There is the sense
of difference that I referred to earlier, but not separation. Rose suggests, like Somerville, that
what I do as researcher can be perceived as ‘a performative effect’ of the language that
emerges through my interaction with ‘researched others’ and my audience (Rose 1997, p316).
A performative effect constitutes empathy through an interactive practical and cognitive
reasoning. Remembering Ryle’s assertions concerning solipsism, the most important aspect of
my actions as researcher is what I do and the process of explicitly communicating my
experience as I engage with the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape and with my audience.
Continuing the anti-foundational anti-essentialist argument, Rose (1997) cites Butler (1990)
and Gibson-Graham (1994) when she says that:
Our identities [as researchers] do not pre-exist our performances of them; … this
means that identities are profoundly uncertain. … No identity is secure in and of
itself; it may only be made temporarily more certain (and even this is not guaranteed)
by being enacted. Such claims produce quite a different approach to situating
knowledge than do the notions of agency and context that structure transparent
reflexivity as a situating strategy. … There are no clear landscape of social positions
to be charted by an all-seeing analyst; neither is there a conscious agent, whether
researcher or researched, simply waiting to be reflected in a research project. Instead,
researcher, researched and research make each other; … (Rose 1997, p316).

POWER AND REFLEXIVE DIALOGUE
The process of ecological identification is made manifest through the power of an empathic
discourse. In the Foucaultian sense, power is understood to be ‘saturating and productive
rather than as unevenly distributed and repressive’. This means that the researcher is probably
placed ‘even more firmly in the capillaries of power’. The researcher is ‘situated, not by what
she [or he] knows, but by what she [or he] uncertainly performs’ (Rose 1997, p316).
By implication, in the reflexive dialogue, conceptualised theory has no more authority in the
generation of socially constituted knowledge than the subjective knowledge of practical

165

experience. Reflexivity requires recognition of the spatiality of differences between the
researcher and the researched, but not a separation (Rose 1997, p316). As Rose states,
reflexivity demands vigilance and a careful consideration of the research process. The
researcher needs to ‘acknowledge that [the research process] may not be adequate since the
risks of research are impossible to know’ (Rose 1997, p317). Such vigilance in the research
process is possible through placing the researcher in a vulnerable position, open to critique but
able to adapt.
Somerville’s methodology of emergence focuses on different forms of presentation and
methods of reflection to reveal where new knowledges are generated in the interaction
between the researcher and the researched (Somerville 2007, p235). Emergence involves
making perceivable the lines of connection in the reflexivity that brings new knowledge into
existence. This means making the nature and scope of connections between practice and
reflection explicit. Remembering that I am working with the formulation of a hybrid language
of interactive space, it cannot be assumed these connections will resemble the linearity that is
typical of empirical methodologies. These connections create coherency for seemingly
unconnected concepts, objects, people, places, and events, and may only become understood
through the written descriptions and image making that I use to interpret the permeability of
mind, body and environment. The words and images create meaning for ecological
identification by revealing otherwise intangible connections in a relationship of juxtaposition
between self and knowledge (Somerville 2007, p236). In my experience this means
connections of self and knowledge, in the hybridity of multiple ways of knowing.
The spatial narrative that I create becomes a metaphor in the movement between one context
of meaning and experience and another. I live the experience from personal and researcher’s
perspectives of self in a juxtaposition (a collage or assemblage) of spatial differences. The
language that articulates new knowledge is created in the ‘in-between’ space of the reflexive
process, which also provides the generative space of the emergent methodology (Somerville
2007, p236). This is something like the ‘in-between’ space that the exegesis provides, which I
discuss in the next chapter. Somerville says that in bringing into existence knowledge:
the focus is on creation from working in the space in between. It is not about
producing a more authentic version of reality, of writing up qualitative research as
fiction, or producing artworks, as such. These forms were essential in the process of
our research but each of these elements, or artefacts of the research, is a pause in an
iterative process of representation and reflection (Somerville 2007, p239).

The emergent methodology lies somewhere in the reflexivity of reconceptualising self as the
narrator in the creation and articulation of a language.
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For me, methodology is a socially constituted performance generated by and reflecting an
interaction of the different reflexive and praxis stages of knowledge creation. In the reflexive
process methodology embodies empathy between researcher, the researched and the audience.
Reflexivity provides the means to make perceivable the transformation of the researcher in the
epistemology and ontology of socially constituted knowledge. Adopting an anti-foundational
platform of anti-essentialism provides the philosophical means to challenge the separation of
personal and researcher perspectives of transforming self.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 4.3
Reflexivity and praxis become a single operation when thinking and doing are performed as
one action. This means that conceptualising the variable reality of interactive space as I work
with the Ngunawal Elders would be a performance of reflexivity and praxis as a single,
flowing procedure. The presentation of ecological identification becomes more complex as
praxis builds theory on practice to emerge as methodology.
Reflecting on my own practice and the circumstances of my situation creates an emergent
methodology. Experiences, events, critical words and images, environmental qualities,
knowledge and artefacts generated through the research process are left to freely associate and
create their own life and movement outside of pre-conceived notions. The emergent
methodology is the creation of an alternative space of reflexivity in which to ‘play with’ the
complexities of being a researcher who has had her ways of knowing challenged by the
experience of another.
Scholarly research reveals epistemology and ontology through a dialogue of the personal and
researcher perspectives. I adapt my practice to embody an emergent ecological identification.
A threshold moment occurs in the interaction of the physical and the metaphorical dimensions
of experience and perception, in such a way that mind, body and environment penetrate one
another. My physical being is not firmly embedded into a place of interactive space until my
ecological identification manifests as the thickly descriptive words and creative images of my
spatial narrative.
The more evocative the spatial narrative, albeit a hybridised presentation, the more my
audience can begin to form an empathic understanding. My perspective is achieved as an
explicit self in the context of other. The intention is to present the reflexive dialogue of
scholarship with the lived experience of self. The value of the spatial narrative is determined
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by its ability to exploit language to establish an empathic dialogue between my audience and
the cultures with which I interact.
The spatial narrative reveals a tension between my unfinished, emergent personal perspective
and my desire for a complete arrival as a scholarly researcher. Understanding other requires
some distance between the researcher and the researched so that different realities are
perceived. My understanding becomes subject to a three-way empathy between the
researcher, the researched and my audience. What I do can be perceived as a performative
effect of my emergent ecological identification with the researched and my audience.
Emergence involves making perceivable the reflexivity that brings new knowledge into
existence. It cannot be assumed that this will resemble the linearity that is typical of empirical
methodologies. Reflexivity involves a juxtaposition of concepts, objects, people, places, and
events that are seemingly unconnected. The language I use to represent this juxtaposition
gives meaning to ecological identification and reveals the workings between self and the
generation of knowledge in a hybrid perspective of multiple ways of knowing.
The next chapter discusses the workings between a transforming self and the generation of
knowledge in the context of communicating emergent methodology and an empathic
understanding to the wider community.
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CHAPTER 5
THE EXEGESIS – HOW TO COMMUNICATE THIS EMERGENT
METHODOLOGY AND AN EMPATHIC UNDERSTANDING TO THE
BROADER WORLD
The exegesis allows me to move beyond preconceived ideas and realise new perspectives
of reality gained through the potential that emerges from reflecting on practical experience.
In this chapter I discuss the methodology of the exegesis, borrowed from arts research, and
illustrate its place in the evolution of personal and researcher perspectives of interactive
space. I use the reflexivity of the exegesis as a tool in the communication of the creative
processes of my transformational, transdisciplinary, transcultural spatial narrative to the
broader world. I outline the key elements critical to my emergent methodology and my
achievement of an empathic understanding of Ngunawal territory. Those key elements are
discussed in terms of:
•

the methodology of the exegesis

•

the reflexivity of creative research practice

•

the exegesis (reflecting on the creative research practice of my thesis):
o the language of interactive space
o concepts of line and space
o permeable boundaries and reflexivity
o thickly descriptive words and creative images.

This chapter, the culmination of Part 1, is the pivotal chapter of my thesis. It is the point at
which the socially constituted performance of my emergent methodology synthesises with my
empathic understanding of Ngunawal territory. The following chapters, presented as Part 2 of
my thesis, will show how that synthesis was achieved.
I will now discuss the role of the exegesis in the mechanics of a synthesis of emergent
methodology with empathic understanding. I also present the exegesis of the creative process I
use to deal with things I initially do not know how to experience (the intangibles) of another’s
culture, without appropriating that culture, then, knowing if I have understood. That process
reflects my need to use a transdisciplinary, transformational approach to achieving an
empathic understanding, in order to present a transcultural spatial narrative of Ngunawal
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territory. I have explained that the use of an emergent methodology is critical in that
achievement. The exegesis supplies the mechanical structure for the indeterminate space that
exists between, within and around the actions of creative research methods, in the generation
of empathic knowledge, concepts and theory. My spatial narrative communicates the emergent
signals and symbols of the exegesis.
THE METHODOLOGY OF THE EXEGESIS
I have previously explained that a reflexive dialogue starts with the interaction of a situated
experience of practice inextricably linked with thought. In this chapter I discuss the
methodology of the exegesis and illustrate its reflexive process as I reflect on my own
practical experience of how language allows interactive space to be experienced and
perceived.
To create a spatial narrative and explicitly articulate the movement and change that occurs
through the interaction of subjective and abstract knowledge I have adopted the methodology
of the exegesis, borrowed from arts research methodology. The exegesis is performed after a
period of creative interaction of ‘materials and processes of practice’ to ‘produce movement
in thought itself’ as a new perspective of reality (Bolt 2004 paragraphs 4, 20). The exegesis is
a reflexive process of participation and reflection, using both new and pre-existing
knowledge. The exegesis is the product of reasoning that places the researcher inside the
mechanics of doing and outside theory. This means that the researcher is able to move beyond
preconceived ideas to build theory on practice through ‘concrete understanding’ and using the
possibilities thrown up by active engagement (Bolt 2004, paragraphs 11, 20).
A ‘germ of rhythm in relation to [a] new order’ emerges from reflection on new realities of
understanding, opening perception to the ways of knowing that exist outside the limitations of
tangibility and preconceived theory (Bolt 2004, paragraph 19). Understanding gained through
the infinite possibilities of practical engagement can produce the seed of a new perspective of
reality (Bolt 2004, paragraph 20). In terms of my interaction with Ngunawal ways of
knowing, a seed of a new perception has resulted from my practical interaction with the
permeable boundaries in the relationship between personal and environmental space.
Generally speaking, empirical research traditions tend to focus on what is tangible. Focusing
on what is intangible challenges existing preconceptions of interactive space and the validity
of research methodologies. A new consciousness ‘is then reflected upon and realized in and
through language. This languaging is the task of the exegesis’ (Bolt 2004, paragraph 9).
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Bolt (2004) refers to Heidegger when she says that understanding emerges from the
integration of the practical experience of our environment, with our consciousness of it. We
come to know this world theoretically through a ‘praxical engagement’, not through an
‘assumed theoretical-cognitive engagement’ (Bolt 2004, paragraph 11). In the context of my
own research project I use created photographic images in juxtaposition with words of thick
description to form a sequence of threshold moments through which to maximise the creative
potential of the interaction of practical and cognitive reasoning.
THE REFLEXIVITY OF CREATIVE RESEARCH PRACTICE
Eisner (1981) probably best sums up the value of incorporating arts methods in research
practice. The arts place ‘a premium on the idiosyncratic use of form – visual and auditory
form as well as discursive form – to convey in non-literal as well as literal ways the meanings
the … [researcher] wishes to express’ (Eisner 1981, p6). Concerning verification of
knowledge that is generated using arts methods in research, Eisner says that:
Validity in the arts is the product of the persuasiveness of a personal vision; its utility
is determined by the extent to which it informs. … What one seeks is illumination
and penetration. The proof of the pudding is the way in which it shapes our
conception of the world or some aspect of it (Eisner 1981, p6).

He also says that research using arts methods will ‘focus less on behaviour than on the
experience the individuals are having and the meaning their actions have for others’ (Eisner
1981, p6).
According to Eisner (1981), a way to make experience and meaning central to the research
process is ‘to empathize; that is, to imaginatively participate in the experience of another’.
This process relies on the ‘observer’s ability to imaginatively project himself [or herself] into
the life of another in order to know what that person is experiencing’ (Eisner 1981, p6). In my
case, to place myself in the experience of Ngunawal land and its waters by standing and
looking out with a personal perspective, walking in the socio-cultural landscape, writing of
thickly descriptive words and creating photographic images to articulate my experience and
perception.
Eisner says that the researcher aims to ‘shed light on what is unique in time and space while at
the same time conveying insights that exceed the limits of the situation in which they
emerge’. I want to share insights that go beyond the limits of observed interaction, insights
grounded in lived practical experience. I want to experience what happens in the depths of
emotions as well as in reflective cognisance – an added vibrancy of socially constituted
knowledge that cannot be obtained from observation alone. In this way I also reflect Geertz
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(1973) by being ‘interested in making the particular vivid so that its qualities can be
experienced and because he [or she] believes that the particular has a contribution to make to
the comprehension of what is general’ (Eisner 1981, p7).
The form used to present the experience of a particular situation is viewed as a significant part
of the content being communicated. Form is an important vehicle of expression, influencing
the potential meanings conveyed to an audience by the research (Eisner 1981, p7). The form
chosen to present an experience or situation will affect what can be conveyed. With empathy,
emotion is central to ways of knowing. The researcher needs to be sympathetically involved
in the situation to create an adequate environmental space that supplies sufficient contextual
information for the audience to participate (Eisner 1981, pp8-9).
The potential for the communication of experience and of meaning (even if only partial) and,
thus, for their conceptualisation and validation, increases when the intersecting methods of
different disciplines are juxtaposed as one dialogue. Emphasis is placed on the creative
dialogue of juxtaposition rather than materials and artefacts. Socially constituted knowledge
emerges with the creative process and, perhaps, provides one perspective of the knowledge
process itself (Brearley 2008 (b), p15).
Barrett (2004) says that ‘creative practice is emergent’. Using a variety of creative practice
increases accessibility and understanding by others. However, if the generation of interpretive
presentations is to remain a valid research process, reflection must engage with creative
practice, rather than focus on the artefacts it produces (Barrett 2004, paragraphs 1-3). In this
instance a continued engagement with a creative practice involving the concepts of line, space
and permeable boundaries revealed a methodology for articulating the experience of
movement and change in interactive space. I recognised that conceptualising what is initially
perceived as intangible challenges both epistemology and ontology. However, these
challenges can be addressed through alternating reflexivity and praxis, as the interaction of
different stages in the generation of knowledge about ideas and concepts grounded in practice.
I use the exegesis to structure the alternation of reflexivity and praxis (Barrett 2004,
paragraph 3). The methodology of the exegesis can shift critical focus away from material
artefacts themselves, to the intangible subjective knowledge that is revealed through the
‘unfolding action and experience’ of making them. The exegesis provides the reflexive
method for ‘re-versioning’ of the internal ideas of creative practice as praxis, creating theory
that is grounded in practical reasoning and is situated, not in products, but in the broader
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scholarly reasoning of concepts and ideas (Barrett 2004, paragraphs 4, 13, 14, 16, 20). The reversioning of the research process is ‘a reflective discourse on significant movements in the
process of unfolding and revealing’ (Barrett 2004, paragraph 7), a discourse that is marked by
what I call threshold moments.
The interaction of thickly descriptive words and creative images as a spatial narrative is the
means of externalising personal sensitivities and conceptual responses underlying my research
perspective. Spatial narrative provides the means to make perceivable both the subjective and
the abstract aspects of my understanding. Applying the methodology of the exegesis to the
spatial narrative creates the potential to ‘reflect and map the logic from which a particular
model of representation emerged’. Thus, the spatial narrative of words and pictures, itself,
sets out and explains the creative research approach used, while revealing the value of what it
presents (Barrett 2004, paragraph 7).
It becomes imperative, then, that I explicitly communicate my sense of place in the reflexive
process. In this way my audience can potentially play a part in validating the adequacy of the
emergent methodology and its supporting language. The methodology is all the more complex
because it involves the emergence of a process that generates the research questions, rather
than the other way around. Complexity is also to some extent due to a multidisciplinary
approach that is used to meet the challenges that present (Brearley 2008 (b), pp16-18). Having
played the role of the self-aware critical researcher who is implicit in the reflexive process, I
need to also adopt the role of an explicit narrator to ensure that my audience can gain a
perspective of my pattern of personal movement and change.
Just as my methodology is an emergent construct of the creative processes of juxtaposing
practice, concepts and ideas, so is my sense of place in the complexity of a reflexive process.
Reflexivity means that my position in the dialogue moves and changes. The emergence of a
different and alternative perspective reflects what I have called ecological identification. The
development of this identification is embedded in the language of reflexive dialogue that
becomes more and more complex as the depth of interaction with its environmental context
increases (Brearley 2008 (b), pp16-17).
THE EXEGESIS (REFLECTING ON THE CREATIVE RESEARCH PRACTICE OF MY
THESIS)
As a created space of reflection the exegesis process generates an alternative perspective of
how language allows interactive space to be experienced and perceived. I have already
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discussed interactive space, which as a concept of space covers a wide range. Like Ryle (2002
(1949)), Lefebvre (1991, p14) says that it is philosophers concerned with categorizations of
space who have brought about the schism between the ‘real’ and the ‘ideal’. This has led to
the separation of practical experience from the symbolism of cultural perception. I will now
set out the key aspects that I deal with and the bases of the signals and symbols I develop as a
language with which to communicate my reconceptualisation of Ngunawal territory as
interactive space.
The language of space
At one extreme of a broad concept of space, with deference to Lefebvre (1991), is the
abstract, characterised by theory, concepts and symbols. At the other extreme is the lived
space of physical/social practice, which would include the experience of Ngunawal territory
as country. Country is experienced in terms of an all-encompassing being and feeling of lived
and reciprocal connection between Ngunawal people and the land. The relationship is one of
mutual sharing and caring, which are social terms.
In the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape, language becomes practice (Lefebvre 1991, p5; de
Certeau 1984, p115) through reflexive interaction. This interaction is facilitated by lived
experience and perceived as lines of connection, for instance, in the integrated metaphorical
and physical dimensions of song-lines. Reflection on this practice is transformative. Walking
the land becomes an aspect of language, a symbolic performance of socially and culturally
defined lines of connection that, in turn, define the space of perception and the meaningful
experience of threshold moments. The language of this space is formed by way of reflection
grounded in the practice of ecological identification, ordered through a cultural focus of
social, spiritually deep experience of life and death, and articulated through spoken, felt and
visual signals and symbols. The signals of this language may appear as everyday as the
presence or absence of animals or plants, the changes of seasons, rock types, the shapes of the
mountains or the availability of water. This language is not a dialogue on space but is a way
of understanding how we perceive it (Lefebvre 1991, p16; de Certeau 1984).
The concepts of line and space
The simplicity of line as the boundary of space (depicted in a map, photographic or drawn
image), alone, is inadequate for communicating the complexity of symbolic meaning of the
interactive space that it outlines. Without the thickly descriptive words the communication of
experience and meaning relies on abstract generalities. The communication of a threshold
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moment is about an open space of interaction and change. When it comes to expressing the
dynamic reflexive movement of a threshold moment, the depiction needs to negotiate a
change of direction and a number of perspectives. My explanation of interaction and change
needs to convey potential creative capabilities. These come from taking the meanings of line
and space in their broadest senses.
The concept of permeability resonates beyond the limit of the pages of its presentation. With a
participative audience in mind, reflexivity and praxis are interactive beyond the extent of the
lines and space of the page, extending into a broader social, cultural and environmental
context. As an interaction with the subjective experience of Ngunawal territory, personal
movement and change extend the boundaries of this experience beyond its abstract
presentation to potentially evoke empathy. Reflexivity permeates the concrete and becomes a
process for an empathic subjective journey.
However, the concepts of line, space, reflexivity and permeability are abstractions – they are
conceptual, intangible (Ryle 1971 (d), p435). There is a problem with presenting the reflexive
engagement of the concrete and the abstract. How do I connect the abstract concepts of line
and space to the concrete reality of my practical, lived experience of ecological
identification?
The answer lies, according to Ryle (1971 (d)), somewhere in recognising that coming to know
such abstract concepts as line, space, permeability and reflexivity is implicitly linked to the
lived experience of my ecological identification with Ngunawal territory. I cannot answer
such abstract epistemological questions without comprehending their concrete, ontological,
contextual meanings (Ryle 1971 (d), pp436-437). My ability to recognise and work with what
I did not initially see or know how to experience about the concepts of line and space,
permeability and reflexivity lies in my understanding the nature of the concrete and the
abstract. The connection between all of these concepts is made in the subjectivity of
ecological identification (Ryle 1971 (d), p440).
However, if I am to facilitate the active participation of my audience in a meaningful
presentation of my personal sense of movement and change, I need to express the deep
sensory aspects as well as the abstract. I do this by demonstrating how both Ngunawal
territory and movement and change in interactive space are relevant to my own life and sense
of place. Otherwise my presentation will not be successful as the social, cultural and
environmental context of my perception will be indistinguishable from anyone else’s. The
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spatial narrative remains a system of generalised, unsympathetic symbols and concepts
without the accompaniment of the thickly descriptive words and creative images to contribute
concreteness to the presentation of my subjective and conceptual experience (Ryle 1971 (d),
pp440-442).
Such a generalised, abstract presentation is sufficient to explain the ‘facts’ of Ngunawal
territory, but this form of presentation is inadequate for resolving the ontological aspects. For
a connection to take place between abstract thought, on one hand, and practical experience, on
the other, I also need to convey a sense of feeling and being. It is to this purpose that I apply
the methodology of the exegesis. The words and images reflect my ecological engagement
with the land, the water of the rivers, and the animals and plants of the places that I walk in
Ngunawal territory. The conceptualisation of Ngunawal territory, as a spiritually deep
ecological relationship, is a revelation of the concepts of line and space in conjunction with
the implicated practical context of permeability and reflexivity (Ryle 1971 (d), pp440-442).
Permeable boundaries and reflexivity
When I talk with Don and Ruth I learn that philosophical and spiritual ideals govern the more
practical activities of the day-to-day level of Ngunawal experience. Caring for country
through conservation projects, and community development projects concerning health and
wellbeing are all supported by spiritual and philosophical wisdom for the social and cultural
continuity of Ngunawal people and country. Emotional and spiritual considerations influence
the perception of significant features of their environment; the level of prominence and sense
of kinship given to particular trees, rocks, mountains, animals and plants, for example.
Philosophy and spirituality are metaphorically linked in a personal journey between birth (as
the emergence of life) and death (no life) as interacting extremes of a perception of reality.
Typically, my own culture inscribes boundary lines between the physical, the emotional, the
philosophical and the spiritual aspects of an interaction of personal and environmental space.
Traditional Ngunawal ways of knowing do not. In both traditions, at some point between birth
and death, non-rational emotional concerns and/or the spiritual are invoked. Generally,
rationalist/empiricist philosophers do not consider emotional or spiritual matters as subjects
for rational analysis. However, viewed in anti-foundational terms, both Ngunawal ways of
knowing and an anti-essentialist approach combine different physical, philosophical,
emotional and spiritual perspectives in the embodiment of ecological identification.
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The emotional and conceptual processes, associated with the physical aspects of birth, aging,
grieving and death, for example, permeate a concrete understanding of life and no life. To
illustrate this thought, the vivid memories of a grieving relative breathe life and emotion into
the moment and place of death. When perceived in this way the nature of the boundaries of
life and no life become blurred and should be perceived as the permeable frontiers of an
indeterminate space. The philosophical, the spiritual, the emotional and the mundane become
bound in the experience of multiple perspectives of reality.
Understanding, through multiple perspectives, and in terms of permeability and reflexivity,
relies on the practical experience of where and how the philosophical and spiritual begin (or
cease) to interact with the physical aspects of life and no life. In other words, a broad and
practical engagement with the concepts of permeability and reflexivity is necessary, over and
above what can be gleaned from abstract generalities (Ryle 1971 (b), pp449-450). Reflexivity
orders the experience of the permeable frontiers between the physical, emotional, spiritual and
the philosophical. In an empathic reflexive dialogue, a comprehensive engagement requires
both practical and cognitive reasoning. One underpins the other, while an empathic exchange
relies on a reflexive interaction of the two. Language (using both emotional and conceptual
signals and symbols) emerges from concrete understanding.
In the postmodern/poststructural challenge, creating a critical and deeply personal perspective
of Ngunawal culture means that culture is no longer an object to be described. Culture is not
even an integrated language that can be definitively interpreted. Culture is disputed, temporal
and changing. An explanatory account, both by insiders and outsiders, is part of its emergence
(Clifford 1986, p19). In the reflexivity of self-consciousness and emotion, being both an
insider and an outsider, my explanation is not about an essential experience or meaning. My
reconceptualisation of Ngunawal territory is not an interpretation of a core essence, nor is it
about the experience of human-to-human dialogue. The dialogue I am concerned with is
between the personal and the environmental. Experience and meaning are situated in an
environment where people are not the central subject or object of ecological identification.
This puts my approach at odds with the conventions of traditional interpretations of culture by
authors such as Geertz, van Manen and Denzin.
While an experience of ecological identification such as this can be distilled into a truth or
essence, an experience can have more than one truthful or essential component because the
essence itself will vary with each different perspective. There will be no one essential
experience, but a collective of them. My spatial narrative is not the definitive interpretation or

177

representation of a human experience. If there were many people focused on the same object,
my narrative would be one among many, all with equally truthful and essential perspectives
depending on their vantage point in the environment they occupied. If their position or their
environment changed so would the accompanying perspectives. In this way truth (as essence)
is a variable and research becomes an unpredictable dialogue that is influenced by interactive
space as much as it is by human experience.
In the context of ecological identification, to look for a core essence of culture tends to
objectify its experience and meaning. It potentially misses the transformative social and
environmental influences that exist near the outer boundaries of cultural territory, the
reflexive exchange of the qualities of one territory with another. At the edge of the territories
of human and environmental interaction the line drawn between what is human and what is
environment is more like a permeable frontier than an absolute boundary. Ngunawal
traditional culture recognises this point.
In Ngunawal traditional culture, people are not separated from the land; the land can feel
happiness and sadness, become ill, be healed and cleansed, and can die, as can people.
Similarly, as Wilber (2001 (1979)) has pointed out, drawing lines of separation creates forces
of opposing tension. Boundary lines in the natural world are more in the way of shorelines at
the beach or a lake, the membranes of leaves and skins of organisms, skylines, the surfaces of
light and shade or tree lines. Lines and surfaces take on the spatial qualities of frontiers of
transformation when they are no longer perceived as boundaries but, rather, as the place
where different entities come into contact with each other (Wilber 2001 (1979), p25).
Thickly descriptive words and creative images
My thickly descriptive words and creative images reveal the permeability of the boundaries
between personal and environment space. The boundary line between personal and
environmental only separates these spaces when we perceive the separation to be real. It is the
recognition of the line itself as a boundary that creates a perception of separation (Wilber
2001 (1979), p25). My sense of the personal changes in relation to my environment and, in
turn, the environment takes on new qualities as it is revisited and experienced through new
eyes. The words and images are a manifestation of the reflexive exchange. At the same time,
to a participatory audience, these words and images are explicit as empathic symbols,
reflecting the nature of the dialogue. They become integral in the definition of ecological
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identification and the environmental ‘other’ in the dialogue. The words and images become
the key for a participating audience.
The nature of the boundary between what is personal and what is environmental is complex
because environment functions as an internal and external physical, emotional and cognitive
space. Personal and environmental do not necessarily appear to be directly linked by visible
or physical, emotional and cognitive pathways. Sometimes a line of connection becomes a
movement deep in a combination of emotional and cognitive processes. The concepts of line
and space are variable, characterised by the spatial narrative of connected threshold moments.
Each image and each segment of written narrative presents a potential threshold moment.
My spatial narrative links together a collective of individual potential threshold moments and
their locations as a sequence of still images, either set in the one place or at varying intervals
across the landscape. Images of water moving over rocks in the riverbed, at different locations
scattered near to or far from each other, form a line of connection between experiences of
different points in time and space. As a collection, the images reflect the movement of
perception that constitutes my emerging perspective. The presentation is not about the
exercise of making the image, but about the practice of engaging with the socio-cultural
landscape as interactive space.
Figure 19 Location as a consecutive sequence of still images, each represents different places of
interactive space, set at varying intervals across the landscape.

The reflexivity occurs when I open my senses to the unknown, to what is going on in the
spaces between, within and around the objects in the landscape, and allow this experience to
interact with what is known. The creation of the image shows the audience what I am looking
at, the environment of my experience, and the sensory source of my response. The thickly
descriptive words articulate the emotional and cognitive responses to what I see, feel and
understand of my developing sense of place, my changing identification in the ecological
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relationship. To this purpose I allow an element of interpretive poetics into the language of
the spatial narrative.
What I do with my thickly descriptive words and creative images is challenge the divide
between observing the socio-cultural landscape and the experience of being a part of
interactive space. I want to trace the connections that I construct when I am so involved with
the landscape that it seems I become part of it and it becomes part of me. I am not just looking
at the water, at the reflections on its surface, for instance; I feel as though I am sometimes
swirling in it, and sometimes the moving water takes form and looks back out at me from its
depths. I rely on the words that I have written and that I am writing now, together with the
images that I have created, to actualise the space of what I experience and what I perceive.
Figure 20 Images of the bed and the moving waters of the river.

I use the camera to create an image of the river and of its environmental setting. The camera
lens creates a vista, concentrating on a particular aspect, one perspective at a time without
losing the environmental context with which I am engaged.
I have chosen the digital image because of its immediacy in creating a response to what I
experience. Sometimes taking the photograph is the response in its own right, as in the
process of documentation. Sometimes the image is more of an expressive response. The
image is transferred to a computer screen or projected on a wall for viewing. The experience
of the moment is transformed from being one experienced internally, directly in the sociocultural landscape, to one experienced externally, having been viewed or related through a
lens, being viewed in a new context on a screen or a page. The experience of the threshold
moment has not ceased, but it has changed. Moved through interactive space to a place
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outside of my internal experience of the personal, outside my body, it becomes
environmental. If I project the image to a large human scale, it is as though I can walk into the
image as it is projected on the wall. The implicit connections are transferred and transformed
with each degree of removal from the original site and moment in the socio-cultural
landscape.
Water can be the line of a river, measurable by the metre of length, depth and width or by its
volume, easily definable as an abstract line of co-ordinates, marked symbolically blue, on a
map. But, as a line of connection the river is not so readily definable when it connects lived
experiences of events in the life of the river itself and of others interacting with its waters, its
banks, its bed, the land through which it flows. Each threshold moment embodies its own
beginning and end, and what goes on between. I have marked limits of threshold moments
that I experienced, by the creation of photographs or a segment of narrative. Sometimes the
effects of threshold moments do not remain in the immediate environment of the river. I take
them home with me as emotions, ideas, infused in my mind and into the muscles of my body,
and into the images and words. Others have their own threshold moments in the life of the
river. The reality of the river is expansive, and is not so easily mapped when it is perceived in
terms of interactive space that is ‘lived in our own time’.
The spatial language of the visual image and the thickly descriptive words allows me to
present the abstractness of interactive space as well as the concreteness of the subjective
experience. I want my audience to look into the image and let the words guide them beyond
the edge of objects into the opaque shadows, through the transparent light of open space, each
becoming inseparable in the juxtaposition. I am trying to make visible and perceivable the
space that is not the objects, to view the river and the land and myself, for instance, as joint
subjects of a transformative relationship, not as objects of it. The space that is perceived and
experienced to be between, within and around the objects of the image and the words on the
page is the frontier of transformation, a permeable boundary, the subjective reflexive space of
experience, emotions and ideas of a relationship that is inherently personal and
environmental.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 5 AND ITS POSITION IN THE THESIS
I have explained how the exegesis is a reflexive process of practical and cognitive reasoning.
This reflexive process places the researcher inside the mechanics of doing and outside of
preconceived theory. A new perspective is created from the concrete understanding brought
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about by my practical engagement with the permeable boundaries of an interaction of
personal and environmental space. In this way theory builds on practice, not on
preconceptions.
In the practice of creative research the language is viewed as a significant part of the content
of the perspective being communicated. The form of language will determine what can be
conveyed. The potential for communication increases when intersecting methods and the
languages of different disciplines are juxtaposed as one dialogue so the focus is on the process
of juxtaposition. The exegesis provides the reflexive process for ‘re-versioning’ the internal
ideas of creative practice, as praxis. My audience can potentially play a part in validating the
adequacy of the emergent methodology and its supporting language.
The division of space into categories has led to the separation of practical experience from the
symbolism of cultural perception. A concept of space includes at one extreme the mental
space of abstract concepts. At the other extreme is the lived space of social practice, including
the social terms of custodianship of Ngunawal country. Language becomes the practice of
ecological identification through lived experience that creates socially, culturally and
environmentally defined lines of connection. Language becomes a way of understanding how
space is experienced and perceived.
The presentation of the concepts of line and space needs to convey their broadest possible
meanings and their potential creative capabilities. In the conceptualisation of Ngunawal
territory the connection between the abstract concepts of line and space and the practice of
ecological identification is made through the subjective experience of reflexivity and
permeability.
Philosophy and spirituality are linked metaphorically to the physical and the emotional as
multiple perspectives of reality. A concrete understanding, in terms of permeability and
reflexivity, relies on the practical experience of where and how the philosophical and the
spiritual begin (and cease) to interact with the physical aspects of life and no life. A language
that uses both emotional and conceptual signals and symbols emerges from an environment
where people are not the central subject or object of ecological identification.
In Chapter 5 I have used thickly descriptive words and creative images to reveal the
permeability of the boundaries between personal and environmental space. Boundary lines are
more like the frontiers of places where different entities come into contact with each other.
Recognition of a line as a boundary creates a perception of separation. The words and images
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become the key for a participating audience as they provide potential threshold moments. The
camera lens creates a vista of a particular aspect, one perspective at a time, without losing the
environmental context. The words guide the audience beyond the surface of the image and the
edges of the objects into the space that is between, within and around the objects.
The exegesis generates an emergent construct that guides my audience through the processes
of juxtaposing creative practice, concepts and ideas, as my sense of place moves and changes
in the complexity of threshold moments, stimulated by the interaction of reflexivity and
praxis. As I reflect on the movement and change of that interaction, the exegesis makes
apparent to my audience the reflexive interaction of creative practice, reflective thinking, and
the application of new knowledge to existing concepts and to Ngunawal ways of knowing.
The combination of reflexivity and juxtaposition forms the creative dynamic necessary for the
synthesis of emergent methodology with empathic understanding. The exegesis presented in
this chapter sets out the key movements of experience and perception, flagging the hybrid
signals and symbols that I use to present that synthesis more comprehensively. While Chapter
5 has been the culmination of Part 1 of my thesis and of the discussion of my emergent
methodology as a way of achieving empathic understanding, the exegesis embedded in the
chapter also acts as an introduction to the series of exegeses presented as various chapters of
Part 2.
Part 2 of my thesis will illustrate how I synthesise the reflexive interaction of the exegesis
with the juxtaposition of a spatial narrative. I show how the socially constituted performance
of my emergent methodology reflects the development and nature of my empathic
understanding. Presented as a spatial narrative of five individual but interconnecting exegeses,
I show how movement and change begins in the interactive space of a relationship of the
personal and the environmental.
In Chapter 6 (presented as two sub-chapters), I develop my personal perspective to explore
the permeable boundaries between mind, body and environment, and the emotional and
conceptual signals and symbols of interactive space. I also explore different ways of knowing
and thus describing interactive space as a broad concept of space. I adopt the selftransformational action of the exegesis to create catalysts for the generation of signals and
symbols of Ngunawal territory. I then apply those signals and symbols, in Chapter 7
(presented as three sub-chapters), to develop my researcher perspective of Ngunawal territory.
I guide my audience in the perception and experience of the Ngunawal socio-cultural
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landscape, as the Ngunawal Elders guided me. I use the catalysts of transformative and
transdisciplinary methods to explore the concepts of territory, line and space in terms of the
permeable boundaries between mind, body and environment. Doing so expands my
transcultural spatial construct by presenting my empathic understanding of Ngunawal
territory. Finally I conclude my thesis, in Chapter 8, with a diagram of how I perceive the
synthesis of my emergent methodology with empathic understanding to work.
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PART 2: THE EXEGESES
CHAPTER 6
HOW EMPATHIC UNDERSTANDING, INTERACTIVE SPACE AND THE
PROCESS OF TRANSFORMING SELF WORKS IN PRACTICE
The exegesis is the reflexive mechanism through which I generate a set of signals and
symbols to articulate empathic knowledge created by practical reasoning. Building on that
reasoning, the exegesis will reveal the embryonic stage of a hybrid set of signals and symbols
with which to communicate a dialogue involving both subjective and abstract knowledge.
Periods of creative engagement, and the exegesis that follows that engagement, provide
catalysts for threshold moments of movement and change in the methods I use and in the
transformation of my personal and researcher perspectives.
I have divided Chapter 6 into two sub-chapters presenting the exegeses that reflect on my
original practical engagement as I begin to explore the interaction of personal and
environmental space. I am situated in Ngunawal territory, at the junction of the Molonglo and
Queanbeyan Rivers (‘the junction’), where I live at Oaks Estate. Working in the environment
of the junction of the two rivers recognises the significance of the role of rivers and water,
generally, in the experience and perception of Ngunawal interactive space.
The junction provides a safe and familiar alternative research space in which to explore the
challenges of recognising and working with permeable boundaries between mind, body and
environment. This chapter demonstrates how the reflexive interaction of internal and external
influences transforms my personal and researcher perspective.
The exegeses reflect on my initial creative learning experience of ecological identification
with Ngunawal territory. I show where and why my work begins with the idea of interactive
space ‘lived in our own time’ and how my perception is affected by the recognition of
permeable boundaries. The exegeses of this chapter signal the direction for the synthesis of
emergent methodology with empathic understanding explored and reflected upon in
subsequent exegeses as I broaden my field of engagement in the Ngunawal socio-cultural
landscape.
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CHAPTER 6.1
EXEGESIS 1: LEARNING TO UNDERSTAND, EXPLAIN AND PRESENT
A NEW EXPERIENCE OF PERMEABLE BOUNDARIES BETWEEN MIND,
BODY AND ENVIRONMENT
In an emergent hybrid perspective of the permeable boundaries between mind, body and
environment, emotional and conceptual signals and symbols of interactive space emerge
from a reflexive dialogue where people are not the centre of ecological identification.
In this chapter I use the exegesis to demonstrate that a spatial narrative about exploring
the internal and external influences of a transforming self can communicate how the
philosophical and spiritual realms are linked metaphorically to physical and emotional
experiences as multiple perspectives of reality. I discuss:
•

communicating a transformative self using an interaction of subjective experience
and abstract concepts

•

creating an alternative reflexive space in which to reflect on the interaction of
abstract concepts with my experience of the permeable boundaries of ecological
identification

•

breaking down of the dualistic forms of consciousness

•

a reflexive movement across the permeable boundaries between the personal and
the environmental.

I have explained that in the reconceptualisation of Ngunawal territory the connection between
the abstract concepts of line and space and the reflexive practice of ecological identification is
in the forming of a hybrid perspective of permeable boundaries between mind, body and
environment. Emotional and conceptual signals and symbols emerge from a reflexive
dialogue where people are not the centre of ecological identification. Philosophy and
spirituality are linked metaphorically to physical, cognitive and emotional experience as
multiple perspectives of reality.
In this chapter I present the transformational elements of my spatial narrative, in which I
develop a deeply personal perspective of my local portion of the Ngunawal socio-cultural
landscape. The philosophical, the spiritual, the emotional and the mundane are bound in
interactive space as a broader perception of reality. As a participating audience, I invite you to
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reflect on your own experience and perception as you look into the images that I have created
and read the words that I have written. The words are there to guide you beyond the edge of
objects (visual and imagined). The form and shapes of seemingly opaque shadows and
transparent open space overlap as juxtaposing layers in the visual landscape of Oaks Estate.
I am trying to make visible and perceivable the negative space, the space that is not the
objects. The negative space of the images symbolises the interactive space that is between,
within and around the objects, just as the white space of the page symbolises the intangible
context (or interactive space) of the literary forms. Both, as different perceptions of space, are
defined by the permeable boundaries of subjective experience in the abstract environment of
concepts and ideas. The images and thick descriptions present the initial stages of my
developing understanding of signals and symbols, and of Don and Ruth’s conceptualisation of
narrative space, as they define Ngunawal territory.
In terms of spatial narrative, the sequence of threshold moments that I present in this exegesis,
and those of following chapters, occurred prior to the conceptualisation stage of my thesis
(Chapters 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5), and after my survey work at ‘Melrose Valley’ (see Chapter 4.1).
Similar to a storied line, my transformative journey continues through the Ngunawal sociocultural landscape, drawing together images that I created and journal narratives that I wrote
as creative ‘field notes’ and expressive reflection, during and following periods of deeply
personal reflexive practice. Having read my spatial narrative to this point, you will know that
I reflect on my practical experience from an anti-foundational paradigm using an antiessentialist approach. In its earliest stages, my approach to reflexivity involved exploring
transcendental philosophy. The transcendental and transpersonal helped me focus my
perspective of permeable boundaries while, as I have already explained, juxtaposing
Nietzsche’s reflexive use of multiple sources of knowledge and Ryle’s philosophical method
underpin the explanation of how this is logically possible.
COMMUNICATING A TRANSFORMATIVE SELF USING AN INTERACTION OF
SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE AND ABSTRACT CONCEPTS
Effective communication relies on well-defined patterns of signals, symbols and meanings in
an environment of common understanding. Words and images in themselves do not have
meaning. People take meaning from them or ascribe meaning to them. Meaning is personal;
even if two or more people apparently strike the same or similar meaning from the words and
images that they are looking at or listening to. Then there comes what may prove to be a
common understanding. To make explicit what was till now an implicit, reflexive and deeply
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personal interaction between self and environment I have applied a form of ecopsychology1 to
focus the interaction of subjective experience and the abstract of ecological identification.
A successful dialogue integrating the subjective experience and the abstract relies on my
critical awareness of the cognitive and emotional aspects of my mind and body (perceived as
my internal experience) as I reflect on the practical experience of my external environment.
Reflection involves a reflexive movement between my internal (ontological) perspective and
my (researcher’s) external perspective. As a variable movement (practical and abstract),
change occurs in an environment of indeterminate space and time that forms pathways
(potentially manifesting as cognitive, emotional and nervous energy) between what I
experience to be inside my mind and body, and what is outside.
I now present a dialogue of different influences, integrating the internal experiences and
external environments that I physically and metaphorically move through. The dialogue
occurred during a walk along the banks of the river near my home. The internal emotional and
cognitive movement of mind and body transformed, in the space and time of reflection, with
the physical movement of walking along the river corridor. The experience of a heightened
self-awareness became an intensified identification with the environment I was walking in.
Sometimes the words would come first; sometimes they followed the images. After nine
months of reflection my self-awareness was grounded as much in internal cognitive and
emotional roots of knowledge as it was in its external experiential and physical roots of
perception.
I began rejecting perceived boundaries of reality that separate perspectives created by the
intellect and emotion from those created by the practical. The categories generally applied by
and to what is considered to be spiritual, philosophical, physical, emotional, intuitive or
rational were no longer clear. I became more conscious of absorbing information from central
and peripheral vision, sounds, feelings and touch. I concluded that divisions between what is
physical, tactile, objective and external, and what is subjective, abstract, metaphorical and
internal are culturally imposed. Ecological identification was grounded in a sense of
inseparability, where boundaries between self and environmental other were characterised by
permeable frontiers that allow movement back and forth between the two. The interaction of
internal and external influences led me to form a more integrated worldview.

1

This includes using therapeutic bodywork to explore links between mind, body and environment.
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Ecological identification is transformative. At its fullest extent the environment can be
perceived as being embodied in self and self is embedded in its environment (something I
have referred to in Chapters 2 and 3 as self-in-environment). In terms of the storied line of a
spatial narrative, a sense of the personal is not firmly embedded into a place until it manifests
metaphorically in my narrative. The inseparability of people and environment, in this sense, is
a view of reality that is well illustrated as a general perception through the mythology, words
and images of Ngunawal Dreaming (as I have discussed previously).
Such notions of general inseparability are becoming more widely recognised. I think that
Bohm (1990) supplies a good example of what I mean by inseparability and the shift in
narrative that enables the physical and the metaphorical to juxtapose within the interaction of
subjective and abstract. What Bohm (1990) says is that on the surface or in the ordinary
circumstances of our reality, things appear to exist independent of each other in an explicate
order. However, they are actually internally connected so that to some extent, ‘everything
enfolds or implicates everything’, simply because everything is part of something else. This
interaction is ever changing and developing, unfolding and enfolding in a wave-like
movement that is not perceptible in the physical world (Bohm 1990, pp 271-286).
The dynamic, reflexive interaction behaves as a wave, moving through the essence of things
as a cohesive influence. This wave is not perceptible at the level of physics where the essence
of things is understood in a reductionist sense - reduced to the smallest independent particles
that move mechanically around each other. Rather, as Bohm sees it, the wave is perceived at
the more-subtle quantum level, where the essence of a thing is similar to an inner ‘mind-like
quality’ that is attuned to a common rhythm, as dancers in a ballet might be. The essence lies
in the movements of the particles rather than the substance of the particles themselves (Bohm
1990, pp 271-286). Each aspect is actively participating with the others. Mind and matter are
no longer separable and, by metaphorical extension, neither are the observer and the observed,
nor subject and object. Practical insight becomes a significant factor in the internal connection
between ideas and objects.
I have reached a threshold moment in which Bohm’s implicate and explicate order is a
catalyst, an integrating idea. My journal entry illustrates how I respond to Bohm’s ideas as I
walk in the environment of the river junction near my home at Oaks Estate. By this time, I
have become more open to the concept of ecological identification as the interaction of the
internal and external influences of experience and environment.
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While contemplating how I could draw this interconnection of everything, I
reminded myself of the waves of movement as they cross boundaries of experience
as things unfold and enfold as Bohm describes. Everything is always moving. It
appears still or in one form on the surface, but there is a rippling action going on
underneath. I walked along the river to the junction and thought about this. It was
raining and the sky was grey. The river was still and opaque from the muddy water
and from the lack of shadows. Raindrops were dotting the surface. As each drop fell
there were rings emanating in smooth flowing rhythms from each drop. They would
cross each other, but still continue outward, beautiful, flowing rhythms of
movement. As I continued to watch, some rings would grow bigger than others, then
another drop would fall and a new set would start. I watched them more deeply,
following the flowing movement across the water, allowing my mind to blend with
it.
There was a sense of grace. Sometimes I felt a brief shiver, a tweak, and then flow
would begin again as a new drop fell. These waves were on the surface, but I know
they were moving towards the depths of the river as well. Sometimes the drops had
made quite a bubble effect, the waves were moving down too, into the soft mud of
the river’s bed. I thought of the sensation I get when I think of Bohm’s enfolding and
unfolding, almost like dough when it is being kneaded over, around and into itself,
almost sensuous in its action. The river, the river bed, the waves, implicate order,
visual sensations, the rings moving, aesthetics, my mind and body, my femininity,
perception, experience and reality. I can’t separate any of them and they are always
changing and moving.

Bohm (Bohm, Factor and Garret 1991) also supplies a similar approach to dialogue that
explores meaning as it is created from a shared experience. The shared experience in this
instance is my providing the opportunity for you, as my audience, to participate in exploring
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the dialogue I am engaged in. Bohm says that the essential basis of dialogue is to learn by
means of an unfolding process of ‘creative participation between peers’, in a series of
conversations or seminars perhaps. There is, therefore, no one hard and fast method of
facilitating dialogue of the nature that Bohm is talking about. It is an exploratory approach
that avoids passive consumption of information. There is no authoritative or dominant
position and this approach is not a tool for analysis or critique of particular theories or
strategies (Bohm et al 1991, paragraph 25).
Dialogue aims to address the idea that there is a ‘pervasive incoherence’, an interpretive
divide that exists in the cognitive process. This is due largely to the fact that thought is the
result of a combination of ‘the products of our conscious intellect’ as well as ‘our feelings,
emotions, intentions and desires’. Conflicting understanding of meaning can be the result of
subtle differences in, and capabilities of, insight. Our reality reflects ‘our personal needs, fears
and desires, all of which are limited and distorted by the boundaries of language and the
habits of our history, sex and culture’ (Bohm et al 1991, paragraphs 6-9).
Bohm proposes that there is a need for slowing down the process of thought so that the
process can be observed as it occurs (Bohm et al 1991, paragraph 10). I use the alternative
reflexive space of my spatial narrative as a means to do this. Providing the opportunity for
you as my audience to enter my unfolding creative process through my writing and my
images lays the ground for an exchange in a shared interactive space. The use of still images
and the sequential order of narrative create the expanded space and time necessary for
reflection on the content of the practical, emotional and cognitive processes and their
environmental context.
An opportunity then exists for you to observe your own responses and share the lived
experiences of the alternative reflexive space that I have created. Bohm’s dialogue is
especially useful (in terms of socially constituted knowledge) for understanding the
relationships between society and the individual and what effect they have on one another.
This form of dialogue does not seek to change anything of this social space, just to explore it.
However, observing the process of thought inevitably brings about some change in behaviour
simply because it is no longer unobserved thought. There is an element of raised awareness
for participants as the exchange discloses deeper shared meanings (Bohm et al 1991).
However, this form of dialogue is meant to go beyond the point of mutual understanding and
cohesion, and continue to expose further and possibly subtler areas of uncertainty and
perceived intangibility.
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CREATING AN ALTERNATIVE REFLEXIVE SPACE IN WHICH TO REFLECT ON
THE INTERACTION OF ABSTRACT CONCEPTS WITH MY EXPERIENCE OF THE
PERMEABLE BOUNDARIES OF ECOLOGICAL IDENTIFICATION
Lived experience of interactive space is personal, and being personal, contributes to the
existence of different perceptions of reality. A different perceived reality is generated with the
changing perspective and position of each participating narrator of lived experience.
Overcoming the interpretive divide in understanding another’s perspective relies on the
capabilities of language to present interactive space as multiple perspectives of reality. An
exchange of experienced and abstract meanings will depend on how well the language of
dialogue allows the perception of the real space of practice and the ideal (mental) space of the
abstract to occur.
To illustrate my meaning I have adapted, below, a narrative sequence of words and images
about my experience of ecological identification at the river junction at Oaks Estate. This
narrative explained, to a seminar audience, how I used the experience of interactive space to
create multiple perspectives of reality. The purpose of the narrative is to slow the process of
thought, providing time and space for reflection on the ideas, concepts and experiences that
the words and the images present, using the expansive capacity of the white space of the page.
The images use the signals and symbols of European art traditions to define a landscape as it
appears through the camera lens. The images are also about abstract shapes, about positive
and negative space and the three-dimensional illusion that all of those things create while
using a two-dimensional medium. As the viewer, I want you to notice the shapes that are cast
against the landscape and against the watery surface, sometimes appearing as shadows,
sometimes as reflections; others as cut out or infilled forms superimposed, opaque or
translucent. Those shapes are abstract creations of the mind, symbolising the perceptions that
we project onto our landscapes. The subjects and objects that exist in the landscape that we
view directly or through our mind’s eye create those shapes. Perhaps the various shapes are
cast onto the landscape by our ideas created by an absolute truth that we hold, the rigid outline
of the material form of a lifeless object, or simply ourselves, standing outside the field of
vision, behind the camera. We do not see what is casting the shadow or the reflection or is
defining the shapes, if indeed it is ‘really’ a shadow, a reflection or a shape at all. Yet an
interactive space has been created in a reality of multiple perspectives.
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We compose reality like pictures of combined levels of consciousness by making
lateral connections between what can be seen and what cannot.

The shadow of self, the physical, reflected light, the rational, the emotional, aesthetic
– multiple perspectives of reality.
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Positive space (objects and shapes) and negative space (that which is not the objects
and shapes) make-up a broader concept of a visual reality.
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Images are objects in and of a visual reality of space – notice the white space of the
page and how we are also drawn back into the image by vanishing points using the
device of diagonals.
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I developed a visual metaphor, a collage or collective of different perspectives.
Conventional devices of mathematically determined perspective no longer restrict me.

Putting them together, I began perceiving the space as plastic space.
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I asked myself, what am I actually looking at here? What am I actually seeing and
experiencing?
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I began to participate in the environment, not just observe it, to the extent that the
boundary between the internal and the external began to dissolve.
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I acknowledged that patterns in the environment triggered sub-conscious
associations.

You may see the head of a swan …

… or the head of a woman.
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BREAKING DOWN THE DUALISTIC FORMS OF CONSCIOUSNESS
My experience of Ngunawal ways of knowing has brought me into contact with an ecological
identification of people with the land and its waters. The closest I have come to a similar form
of ecological identification in my own culture is underpinned by the spirituality, philosophies
and theories of an interaction of ecology and psychology. This interaction is discussed by the
transcendental philosopher Teilhard de Chardin (1977 (1955)), among others, and addressed
by subsequent theory and practice such as transpersonal, environmental and ecological
psychology (ecopsychology) and especially by the work of Roszak; Lovelock & Margulis;
and Wilber.
Transcendental thinking is anti-foundational, supporting the idea that there is a need to
dissolve the rigid divides between rational and non-rational sources of knowledge, forming
them into a profound consciousness. This consciousness lends to the perception of the earth as
a living creature through the Gaia theory (Roszak 1992; Lovelock 1989 (1988); Joseph 1990),
and a belief that “the needs of the person and the planet are a continuum” (Roszak 1992, p16).
Discussion of a human consciousness paradigm in the physical sciences, philosophy,
psychology and religion-mysticism (relevantly, Ngunawal animism) is based on the
interaction of rationality with the spiritual, and the belief in the interconnection of everything
(Wilber 2001 (1979), 1984, 1990, 1995, 1998).
I use my experience of ecopsychology to explore the ecological identification of Ngunawal
ways of knowing. The methods of ecopsychology allow analysis, experience and theory to
interact, while recognising the interconnection of everything. According to Shaw (2001,
2004) an underlying objective of ecopsychology is to break down the dualistic forms of
consciousness.
Shaw found, as I have, a research process grounded in ecological identification. Similarly, the
movement of the waters became the inspiration for her research methodology (Shaw 2001,
paragraph 3). She looked down at the intertidal zone of the beach under her feet and saw the
place where the sea met the shore - ‘a place of interconnecting waters; a boundary place that
is sometimes land, sometimes sea …’ (Shaw 2001, 2004). She described the natural
occurrence of an ecotone as ‘an environmental edge where two systems meet’ (Shaw 2001,
paragraphs 1-9). Her description of the environmental edge evokes something similar to my
notion of the frontier-like nature of permeable boundaries: ‘This edge place is an in-between

202

space, where visions are real, where time is fluid and boundaries are seamless’ (Shaw 2001,
paragraph 11).
Like me, Shaw experienced the environmental edge as a place where new forms are created –
‘Being an edge place, we can experiment with the feelings it evokes’ (Shaw 2001, paragraph
12). As systems interrelate they encourage differences to interact and boundaries to collapse.
She also uses the approach of ecopsychology to reflect on these events because it is ‘one of
inclusiveness and interconnection’, where ‘personal experience is embedded in theoretical
discourse.’ The narrative that draws together the different forms of knowledge creates
connections and maintains ecological identification, expanding its potential (Shaw 2001,
paragraph 13).
My own narrative of such a place of ecological identification concerns the area where I live
with my family. I experience this place as a healing place, I feel the sun-warmed deep sand,
the steady undercurrent as I stand at the junction of two rivers merging as one, flowing over
past crossings long disused. Yet I can sense the movement of carriages and horses across the
landscape. I am sure that the deep creek channel must have been the track to the original
crossing. The old maps all but confirm this. The soil that I am standing on is sodden with the
river water, rich and green with moss and reeds. In contrast, the track I walk is dry and dusty
and I keep a watchful eye for Aboriginal Australian stone artefacts. The rock in the ground
reveals chert formed under deep oceans, coral from shallow seas, volcanic quartz intrusions
into sandstone harder than my native Sydney sandstone.
Our house has old parts, over 80 years old, and new. A house down the street is 170 years old.
Our neighbours have changed, the people of the old community are dying out; new families
come and go. A homeless man sleeps under his blanket in the bus shelter as my children wait
for the bus to take them to high school; in the past I walked by that same shelter with my
children in their pram.
Notes from my journal:
I had been reading about ecopsychology and contemplating the notion that there is
no conclusion to anything; that the scope of my research was heading toward an anticonclusion – expanding outwards instead of narrowing. My research was about
challenging an established mind-set and to do this I was challenging my own. I had
already intuitively reasoned that truth is a variable. Nietzsche (1969) supports this
and provides a basis for the philosophy of the ecopsychologists. What is truth, as
Nietzsche’s translator Hollingdale so aptly asks, [if] ‘… there is no truth (sense,
meaning) in the world except the truth (sense, meaning) you yourself give it? …
Truth is a concept belonging to the human mind and will’, something you create.
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With there being so many different perspectives, which can neither be proved nor
disproved, truth is an assertion you determine (in Nietzsche 1969, p25).2
I felt like I had tapped into the thought processes of the people behind the concept of
environmental and human union. Teilhard de Chardin and his lateral connection of
parts, for instance. Rather than literally meaning that the earth is a living thing he
clearly meant that because of its self sustaining processes it can be defined as one
whole. He reconceptualised matter – earth, plant, animal, air and water. By looking
below their individual superficial forms they become different parts of one life force.
For a moment, I could see the spaces between the objects, that is, the spaces between
the molecules where the various relationships evolve and new forms occur (Teilhard
de Chardin 1977 (1955), pp58-70).
My method is not about artificial sampling techniques or about shaping the data with
pre-conceived patterns of questions. It is about targeting the agents that influence the
information and knowledge by asking, without any expectations: What is there? In
this way I move through the socio-cultural landscape as I have learned to be aware of
what is going on in my own body. I can feel the balance in my posture, the ebb and
flow of tension. I feel conscious of how I breathe, and of the connection of mind and
body. I feel with my whole body by allowing myself the space to experience and the
time to reflect. My method is about being self-aware in the here and now, learning to
listen to the silence, and being comfortable in seeing nothing.
I sense my personal size in relation to the scale of the wider world. In focusing on
the earth where I am standing (its resistance to my weight, pressing on the soles of
my feet) I feel conscious of every molecule of air around me, pressing on me. It is
then that I begin to perceive all that is around me. I think it is because I am, for this
moment in time, so thoroughly grounded. I feel safe and secure in my own body. To
feel the warmth and solidness of my own body and its connection to the ground
provides me with the confidence to cast off in other dimensions. Feeling secure, I
can begin to open to outer or higher levels of sensation.

Exploring personal space as I stand on the river’s edge has helped me to be comfortable in my
own body space and to challenge mind-sets that restricted my personal senses, and my senses
as a researcher. My sense of identity and of place is such that I lower the barriers to change.
The waters of the river symbolise transition and transformation of personal experiences,
thoughts and emotions and the physical manifestations of an evolving self. The movement
and qualities of the river change as it trickles around large rocks and flows over the cobbles
on the channel bed. It sets its own rhythm as it chooses a pathway of least resistance across
the earth or gradually carves down into the surface planes as a slow moving glacier, as
melting snow and ice, as bubbling and churning rapids or as a gently meandering stream. The
waters themselves may transform, as a billabong of a drying river course, a dammed irrigation

2
The shared meanings of socially constituted knowledge are conceptualised and agreed upon through the interaction of
different personal perspectives. ‘Truth’ is pure abstraction, a construct of mental space, as devoid of context as the meaning
of a mathematical symbol. As a conceptual creation, the perceived sense and meaning of a truth is variable because each
individual human mind affects it. I wonder whether shared meaning, being the creation of a socialised dialogue and having
passed through various cultural filters, is a hybrid perspective rather than a higher level of truth?
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channel, a swampy soak of a chain of ponds or, after it has reached the sea, as the currents and
tides of shallow estuaries and deep oceans.
If we are secure in our own physical space, the here and now, we are then motivated to move
towards a more complex awareness of self. When I lose confidence, I feel like withdrawing
into myself and I stop being open to and interacting with the unfamiliar. With a researcher’s
critical focus on an evolving self, wanting to interact fully with other ways of knowing has
encouraged me to identify and learn how to isolate issues that haunt me whenever I go to the
edge of my comfort zone. Like learning as a child to peer into the darkness I have now
learned to deal with a similar sense of unease as I peer into the unknown to face the
unexpected as a researcher.
Notes from my journal:
I believe I isolated what can be explained as a fundamental fear of death. I dealt with
it internally at an abstract level. Something I obviously could not do at the physical
level. I had not felt secure enough in my body to do it previously. I thought about my
love of living on the edge of things, how fear hindered my movement outside my
comfort zone. How it caused me to miss my timing of a move. Like when I catch a
wave in the ocean, the time to go is in the momentary space when the force of the
water stops pulling and starts pushing. As I thought about this I focused on what it
feels like to be in that space and that moment in the wave.
My thoughts wandered along the passage of sensation of being inside that
experience. I began to perceive what my body must have felt like at what was
probably its most secure time, in the womb. I experienced it by focusing on the
feeling of comfort in the fluidity of the water. I experienced breathing as if for the
first time as the air entered and left my body. Then, after a time, I experienced my
body as I presume that I would in death – I felt bones, hardness and empty
nothingness. I took the experience further and I felt the fine soft dust of the bones as
they broke down into the talc-like dust of the red/orange earth. I drew comfort from
it as I imagined the dust merging with the soil.
The important thing about all of this is the feeling of reality that came with the deep
focus of perception, and my sense of comfort in knowing by experience. I had once
believed that my ashes should be released to the wind when I die, but I now know
that they should be placed on the earth and mixed with the soil. I felt a major mindshift at this point, from sky to earth.

Ecopsychology’s tenet, that reality is based on the experience of multiple perspectives, is
consistent with my changing perception of place, through the belief, as Pickering (2001) says,
that ‘truth is made, not found’. A person’s perceptual framework incorporates their learnt
responses to the socio-cultural landscape that was responsible for the development of that
person (Pickering 2001, pp147-162). A perceived reality is an interaction of the experience of
a practical interaction with a particular environment and abstract ideas and concepts about that
interaction. For example, the dust of my bones, as a metaphor for the dust of the earth (the
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earth being the accumulation of many remains over time), recalls when Teilhard de Chardin
realised the connection of everything, as he perceived that animals and rocks had become one
entity in the form of a fossil (Teilhard de Chardin 1977 (1955), pp74-75; Cobb Kreisberg
1995, paragraph 7). With this form of ecological identification (which is not unlike Ngunawal
Dreaming, discussed in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4.1) the human body and the environment are
broken down to their critical elements, the metaphor can be perceived to cross boundaries:
water (as bodily fluids), air (breath), earth (bones), fire and the sun (our bodily warmth and
comfort), for instance. Whether this perception is self-deceiving or not, as a truth in the
creation of my perception of reality, it does not exist in and of itself, nor is it free from
internal and external influences.
I recognise comparisons with Einstein’s ‘extra-logical (intuitive)’ procedure that brings
abstract concepts into agreement with what we observe (quoted in Davies 1992, p80). I
perceive this procedure as occurring in what I have called the threshold moments, the
experiential space between theory and observation. ‘There is no logical path’ (Einstein)
between theoretical concepts and our personal observations (Davies 1992, p80). My thoughts
are reflexive and multidirectional as they interact with the (metaphorical) pull and the push of
the wave in the surf. My understanding of life and death has expanded to connect the abstract
realm with the mundane world of sensory experiences. My understanding of this connection is
provided by relating experience and observation to an underlying abstract entity (the idea of a
wave-like connection of everything, perhaps) that may not necessarily be comprehensible.
Life and death can be perceived through abstract metaphors and symbolic equations that
theorise our existence, as a way of dealing with ‘the always problematical connection between
the world of ideas and that which can be experienced’ (Davies 1992, pp79-80).
The interaction of internal and external influences is stimulated by the desire of the researcher
for the critical awareness of an evolving self. As our personal development occurs, we
continue to revisit earlier stages as our changing practical, cognitive and emotional needs
require. Our development as researchers is inseparable from our personal development. In
researching the interaction of the personal and the environmental I need to know the:
•

objectives of ecological identification

•

things with which this identification occurs. These will define the interactive space.

Within this, I now need to narrow the focus of my research to a series of individual threshold
moments in specific places. This process is reflected in the diagram of reflexive movement
(Figure 1) that I have considered previously.
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The following description shows how I began the process of narrowing my focus.
I stood at the junction of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers. I then reduced the
boundaries of my physical experience of this place to the area of ground that my two
feet physically occupied. From that point, I let my focus on the place expand
outwards, without moving my feet and using all of my senses. The relationships I
perceived were simultaneously micro and macro, personal and environmental. In my
immediate internal and external environment the issues became global, myself in
relation to the notion of God, for one.
As I focused on the place beneath my feet I was very conscious of the footholds that
were my connection to the earth. I became aware of the air as I breathed it and as it
touched my skin, the water as it caused the soil to be cold and damp under my feet
and as it flowed by me in the channel. The river was still on the surface but I sensed
its undercurrents. I heard the birds and listened to their calls, sensing the sound as
movements or various waves as if it was a language for me to learn and to know
things by.
My experience began with the mundane and merged with the deeply emotional, the
tangible with the intangible, as multiple perspectives of reality. I felt comfort and let
the issue of any possibility of God go. I felt free to step outside of my cultural
constraints. I felt connected to the earth by the clarity of perception. Perhaps this was
the equivalent of an implicate order of things. The more emotionally secure I felt in
my own body and in the place I was standing the more my experience and sense of
connection expanded. The object of this place was physical and emotional security
and space became a place through the experience of these relationships.

On reflection, these formative steps of a specifically focused ecological relationship are the
embryonic stages of a form of spirituality.
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Images and notes from my journal:
I decided to take my camera on my walk today to photograph the micro and the
macro environment of my walk. I photographed the weir, the fields and the path. My
dogs placed themselves in each photo shot, so I took the hint and included them as
references of scale and to record my walking companions. They have grounded me,
in the process.

I also photographed the geology dominant in the area at a spot where it is exposed on
the path. It is interlayered shale and sandstone.
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At the junction I took a close-up photo of the moss, the grass and the reeds. Again
the dogs placed themselves in the shot. This I think indicates some level of layering
of experience of the place that I had not consciously thought about. I suppose they
are partly the reason I am at the junction once again. I have two purposes for my
walks: for my research work and for me personally.

On the way back I again marvelled at the fineness of the dust that is steadily
increasing in depth from day to day as people tread the pathway and the rain fails to
come. There is no water anywhere near the surface of this track. I have been
watching it over time, remembering my experience of an abstract state of death and
the decay of bones back to the fine dust of the earth. How many bones and plants
have contributed to the build-up of this area of soil on which I walk? I have also
been watching the gathering confusion of footprints, the low sun picking out the
textured imprint of boot soles.
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There are many symbols in the images.
The fences are symbols of a European culture, as opposed to the unenclosed land of
Aboriginal Australian culture. The factory, the sheep paddock and the trees are
symbols of different economies.

The weir and running water exemplify simultaneous movement and containment.

Dust and earth: symbolic of the processes of life and death.

A footprint collage of many narrowed or micro places in the macro environment,
overlapping, yet individual, the collage breaking down where the pattern becomes
confused.
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The moss and the moist earth and water, as metaphor and symbol of earth-water
unity and transition, are almost like reading the tidal zone on the beach. The humusenriched soil and the lush moss and reeds present a rich window of fertility in an
otherwise tired, dry and weed infested landscape. Some of the healing properties of
Oaks Estate are embodied in the soft, pulpy moss that is, according to both
Ngunawal culture and homeopathy, good for wounds. This small, mossy, moist and
fertile place has given rise to a threshold moment, a stepping-off point for my
research.
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A REFLEXIVE MOVEMENT THAT CROSSES THE PERMEABLE BOUNDARIES
BETWEEN THE PERSONAL AND THE ENVIRONMENTAL
To fine-tune my focus in the interaction of the personal and the environmental I begin from
‘inside the experience’. I want to be able to move, as though gliding, into the narrowed space
of reflection that is the permeable divide between the rational and non-rational.
I regard thought as kinetic. It has an energy that can be sensed and experienced. My focus on
my breathing carries awareness with it along its stream, flowing smoothly, not in rapid pulses.
My focus, my breath and my awareness are not fixed in any one place of mind, body and
environment. There is an intense awareness of my body, and of the connection of mind and
body.
This intensity of awareness within my personal mental space is transformed to embodied
movement as I walk in the environment of the river. A new suppleness in the carriage of my
body and my gait seems to also permit a freedom of movement within my mind. It is as if
each thought is transported with every footstep into the environment that I engage with
(internally and externally). I am aware of the very spaces between the joints of my skeleton.
The spaces allow for change in direction and a shift of weight and balance. The movement I
feel is like a wave that passes down my neck, into my shoulders, my elbows, wrists and
fingers, through the pivotal points: from my head, along my spine, through my pelvis, knees,
ankles and feet. I am wondering if this wave of movement is a microcosm of the movement of
other objects outside the body? Is this movement like the volcanic wave action that has passed
through the earth and is found solidified in the pebbles that we might find on the ground, or
waves of the folding movement of geomorphology?
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My thoughts shift again to the Ngunawal creation story (discussed in Chapter 3) and again I
recall Bohm’s implicate connection of everything through a wave-like movement.
A note in my journal:
I am feeling more open to the power of symbols as though I am allowing a freer
communication between my conscious and sub-conscious and, in so doing, gaining a
deeper self-awareness. I saw during my walk that the swan has moved down to my
area of the river. It has moved into my space at the junction and thus into my
working space.

I saw black cockatoos today too, on the path on the way back from the junction,
unfamiliar and infrequent visitors to my environment. There is a meaning that I feel I
am on the edge of: the fringe of a place is where change occurs.
The weir on the Queanbeyan River at Oaks Estate:
I headed to the weir because it had finally rained and I knew the junction would be
under water; not the condition that I wanted at this time. I stopped off at a number of
places that caught my attention along the way. The billabong was flooded so it did
not hold me for long, although I stood for a few minutes listening to the water
tumble over the rocks. Moving upstream, I stopped and sat for a time on the bank,
watching the ducks swimming around the willow branches that were spreading out
across the water. I saw a duck with her ducklings and a swamp hen. Closer to where
I sat, a number of tiny fish darted about in the shallow warm water. The larger carp
swirled about in the deeper channel, breaking the surface as they flicked their tails.
I set off again upstream, imagining a patch of shade large enough for me to sit in
while I watched the water. As I walked, thoughts flowed through my mind, either
stopping abruptly or leading on to new thoughts. Playbacks of conversations,
anxieties about my children, about my ability to articulate my work, the work I was
beginning with the Ngunawal Elders, all juxtaposed and disordered. It was almost
like the movement of my walking was powering a recording in my mind of past
conversations and experiences. Arriving at the weir I found my anticipated patch of
shade just where I expected it to be, as was the school of tiny fish I had spotted
earlier in the day.
I sat and watched the fish, hundreds of them, swimming back and forth across the
front of the rock wall. I listened to the water flowing over the wall with thoughts still
crowding through my mind. After a time the thoughts slowed as I became more
absorbed in the fish and the water. Out of the corner of my eye I noticed what I
thought were small pieces of stick floating in the water as it gushed over the weir.
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However, as I gazed out beyond the weir I was surprised by a very detailed image of
a fish entering my mind.
Thus prompted, I looked more carefully into the flow through the spillway and
realised the sticks were actually small fish of about three to four centimetres long. It
was as though my peripheral vision had informed me of something that my central
focus had missed. Moving closer to investigate, I noticed that the tiny fish I had been
watching were actually trying to jump up onto the weir like trout. They were leaping
up the stream of water as it ran over the rocks, but could only make it onto a low
rock before flicking themselves back into the water. They had no hope of making it
over the weir because the ledge was too high above the water.
After a while I put my hand in the water and scooped up a fish as it floundered on
the rock. I watched it flip about in the puddle in my palm before tossing it into the
water on the upstream side of the weir. It darted and disappeared as soon as it
touched the water. Thinking that I should not leave it alone I caught a few more and
let them join their mate. I gave a brief thought to having just disturbed some delicate
ecosystem, but decided that I could not have altered the state of things too much; the
fish could always swim back down over the weir if they so chose, and the river was
already far from pristine regarding exotic species.
I felt happy and laughed out loud when I recalled the feeling of the small fish
flipping about on my hand. I had not done something like that since I was a small
child playing in the creek near my former home in Sydney. I retained a sense of
energy from the innocence and purity of the joy I felt and the resonance from the
movement and life I had supported in my hand.
A White-Faced Heron flew overhead and eventually landed about 10 metres
downstream from me, soon to be joined by his mate. I am very familiar with the
male, but until today I had not seen the female. The light on the water and in the
shadows was golden, and the birds were performing on the water’s edge amongst the
grass catching small fish.
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A duck and her two ducklings soon joined us. They swam cautiously upstream
towards where I was sitting. I stayed very still, aware that my presence was being
accepted in this growing community as long as I did not do anything sudden to
disrupt the harmony. The duck and ducklings meandered watchfully to within about
three metres away. She too was focused on the fish I had been watching. The
ducklings ferreted about in the marshy grass while the duck caught passing fish in
her beak.
I became absorbed in what was occurring. A single word burst into my now-still
mind – ‘life’. I continued to watch, immersed in the forces at work in the flowing
river water and sustaining myself by drinking the water I had brought with me in a
bottle. I later realised that for some time I experienced no thoughts, no images in my
mind. I was actively participating in the life about me. The fish jumping onto the
rock and back into the water, the herons stalking the fish that swam among the
cobbles, the ducks feeding in the grass and on the school of fish in the deeper pool in
front of the weir. The flow of the water in the river and within me was connecting us
all.
I felt a strong pull of gravity, like it was flattening my legs against the surface that I
was sitting on. Yet, at the same time, I was aware of a feeling of floating like I was
hovering above the riverbank and weir. It was at this point that the tension in the
muscles of my back and neck fell away. I felt a sensation of peace, contentment and
a balance and, with that, a sense of confidence and harmony. Not long afterwards,
everyday thoughts began to surface again and I decided to head home, in time to
meet my daughter, who was due home from school. As I walked my body felt
relaxed, my joints free and very mobile, I felt happy and fulfilled.

Thinking about it, the experience at the weir can be equated with the reflexive movement of
my research methodology. It began with my immediate space and time, secure in the
knowledge that everything I need is within me. Then, expanding outwards, exploring the
personal and environmental spaces within and about me through the recreated childhood
imprints, strong emotional attachments and experiences, different levels of awareness and
internal and external connections emerged. I immersed myself in what was occurring in those
environments, in the external and internal, in the experience of the here and now.
The appearance of the word ‘life’, like a symbol, signalled an intuitive leap to a new level.
The word burst through my consciousness as an unsummoned, unconscious response to what
was occurring. The word provoked thought where there had not been any, a single-word
summation of the issues common to everything that I was experiencing internally and
externally. Then, the intensifying of focus on a specific place became a threshold moment of
the space of quiet contemplation of the various forces at work.
I have drawn my interpretation of what happened as lines of reflexive movement (Figure 1),
which I have further explained in previous chapters. The intuitive leap of a threshold moment
is located in the space between the lines where the two directions (the initial broadening
outward and the later focusing inward) are closest. Rational thought seems to interact with
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feeling and a sense of being. In this intangible space, the permeable edge is the frontier space
where the tangible and the intangible meet.
Further notes from my journal:
I have decided that cultural conditioning is strong and all-pervasive and it is difficult
to let go of old ways of thinking even when those ways are inadequate for
understanding an experience. I have seen examples within myself, having reached
places outside my experience or understanding only to retreat behind socially or
culturally prescribed definitions and replace newfound knowledge with disbelief. I
have sometimes used other people’s doubts as an excuse not to follow my own
insights and instincts. Despite having encountered a new approach or experience,
and knowing it as a place I want to be in and explore, a fear steps in; more
accurately, a sense of vulnerability – if it doesn’t exist, I don’t have to deal with it.
The key issue I seem to be gravitating towards is in addressing the cultural divides
that are set deep within our psyche and which influence how we perceive things and
events, and our responses to them. Previously, I worked on creating a space for
reflexive movement. The reflexive movement that I present here reflects what I
perceive and experience when I am engaging with interactive space. It is an
interconnected movement through mind, body and environment, linking external
stimulus with internal response. I have described the movement that changes from
broad sweeping to acute. I now explore the generation of the movement itself.
Starting from a state of not knowing I focus on a single point deep within a
concentration of tension in my internal environment, and move in a way that
expands and opens outwards, reflecting what I had described above. I reflect on my
recent experiences at the weir; revisiting the place through the abstract vision of my
mind’s eye and the subjectivity of presenting the experience. I have described the
images and feelings and sensations I have carried with me since then, allowing
myself to live them once again.
I am moving between conscious retelling of the broad practical experience and a
deepening and narrowing focus on the qualities of the space the experience occurred
in. I can move through them and explore the feel of them, the space of them, the
light in the atmosphere, and what I feel and think. Eventually it seems as though
ether replaces air. I am working inside and outside of mind and body simultaneously
as I move between internal experience and externalised expression.

I had imagined that I needed to work in a space that was like a divide between the right and
left sides of the brain. However, this experience has led me to believe that my perception of
this ‘divide’ is culturally created. The use of these different functions need not be perceived as
separate. Such divides are the result of cultural interpretation through definitions, laws,
symbols and beliefs that we are raised with, ancestral imprints deeply imbedded in the
formation of our perception. If the divide between the internal and the external of personal
and environmental space is perceived as permeable then the philosophical and the spiritual,
the abstract and the subjective (affecting our ability to present the unpresentable), can be
perceived as existing both inside and outside our minds and bodies. Once again I think of
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Bohm making visible and conceivable the interconnecting movement that would otherwise be
indiscernible.
As a researcher of ecological identification, some degree of critical awareness occurs for me
in the interaction of personal and environmental space when I can present the permeation of a
subjective experience with the abstractness of its depiction as multiple perspectives of reality.
I start with my own worldview, only to experience something that does not fit. I explore the
tension between the creative influences of deep contemplation and the destructive influences
of my fear of the unknown. When fear overcomes creativity I retreat to my original
worldview. Otherwise, having renewed my receptivity to change, I allow abstract theory to
provide creative catalysts for reflection, challenging inadequate established paradigms. I
develop a more integrated worldview in which the thing that did not fit with my
understanding now does.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 6.1
I use still images and thick description in my interpretation of ecological identification to
present multiple perspectives of reality through the interaction of a broad concept of space
and an experience of the spirituality of ecological identification.
I have applied a form of ecopsychology to focus on the interaction of the subjective
experience and the abstract of ecological identification. A successful dialogue integrating the
subjective experience and the abstract relies on my critical awareness of the cognitive and
emotional activities of my mind and body (perceived as my internal experience) as I reflect on
the practical experience of my external environment. Movement and change occurs as
pathways form between what is experienced and perceived to be inside the body and what is
outside. Perceived divisions between internal and external are culturally imposed.
The sense of inseparability of mind, body and environment enables the personal to be
metaphorically embedded into a place through the narrative of my engagement with that
place. Things that appear to exist independently are actually internally connected through
movement to a common rhythm. Interpretive divides are experienced because thought is the
result of a combination of intellect, feelings, emotions, intentions and desires. Conflicts of
understanding result from subtle differences in, and capabilities of, social and cultural insight.
Because it is hard to separate the various components of our consciousness it is necessary to
slow the process of thought down so that it can be observed.
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Ecopsychology allows analysis, experience and theory to interact while recognising the
interconnection of everything, thus breaking down dualistic forms of consciousness. I also
recognise that a person’s perceptual framework incorporates the range of responses made
available in the socio-cultural landscape that was responsible for the development of that
person. As an empathic researcher I need to know the focus of ecological identification – this
may be different for every person and culture. The interaction of personal and environmental
space is further stimulated by the researcher’s focus on an evolving self.
I begin from inside the experience of reflection. Emptying the mind of thoughts, revisiting
and interacting with pre-existing mental imprints and strong emotional attachments, all
prompted by practical experiences of using different levels of internal and external
environmental awareness, allows the embryonic stages of new thoughts to emerge. A degree
of a more complex critical awareness as a researcher occurs for me when I successfully
present the permeation of a subjective experience with the abstraction of its depiction. The
exegesis is the means that I use to achieve the presentation of that permeation.
Learning ways of working with the intangibility of permeable boundaries between mind, body
and environment intensified my personal experience of interactive space in a particular
location in Ngunawal territory. However, my spatial narrative juxtaposed the elements of this
intensified focus with elements of a very broad view of the socio-cultural landscape,
metaphorically linking the philosophical, spiritual, emotional and physical realms of
interactive space. The degree of transformation of self affects how deeply and how broadly
this view and focus of reality functions and the way interactive space is experienced and
ultimately perceived by my audience.
In this chapter I challenged my preconceptions of the interaction of personal and
environmental space by explicitly engaging with the notion of permeable boundaries, and
with Ngunawal ways of knowing. I showed the transformation of my perception using the
reflexivity of the exegesis, which is embedded in my spatial narrative of creative images,
journal entries and reflective writing. In the next chapter I begin to explore the metaphorical
powers of the signals and symbols of an experience of permeable boundaries, as I focus on
the confluence of Ngunawal ways with my own.
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CHAPTER 6.2
EXEGESIS 2: DEVELOPING MY NEW UNDERSTANDING OF
PERMEABLE BOUNDARIES AS A CONFLUENCE OF PHYSICAL
SIGNALS AND METAPHORICAL SYMBOLS
Space that people participate in can no longer be perceived as a non-entity – empty,
intangible, silent and still.
Chapter 6.1 took us into the landscape. Chapter 6.2 recognises the metaphor in Chapter
6.1 and builds on it. In Chapter 6.2 I explore different ways of knowing the junction of
the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers (‘the junction’) at Oaks Estate. I focus on both the
physical and metaphorical dimensions of the meeting of the two rivers as the symbolic
confluence of different cultural ways through which to explore the movement of thought
and emotion in the interaction of personal and environmental space. I demonstrate how
the signals and symbols of interactive space are as transformative as the metamorphic
powers of the waters that flow through the junction as I discuss:
•

postmodern/poststructural theory and a broad concept of space

•

the confluence as a meeting place

•

different levels of convergence

•

revealing different dimensions of a broad concept of space

•

the power of the waters as a spatial metaphor

•

the image

•

the word.

POSTMODERN/POSTSTRUCTURAL THEORY AND A BROAD CONCEPT OF SPACE
I have previously said that the postmodern/poststructural perception of space allows me to
challenge the historical grand narrative of colonisation (discussed in terms of Native Title, the
concept of space and the perception of permeable boundaries between mind, body and
environment). It is possible to develop a genealogy (in the Foucaultian sense) of signals and
symbols in terms of the interaction of the personal and the environmental instead of a
chronology of the production of artefacts. Foucault (1980) suggests that rather than focusing
on the present as an outcome of some purposeful progression from an identifiable origin we
should ask, ‘how do things happen?’ (Foucault 1980, pp49-50).
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The aim is not to establish continuity, where the past and the present actively coexist in an
assumed uninterrupted evolutionary relationship from the beginning of time to the present.
Foucault’s genealogy (Rabinow 1987 (1984)) follows a complex line of descent that includes
the misadventures, minor detours, fault lines and upheavals that give rise to what we know
and value in the present. His genealogy is ‘to discover that truth and being does not lie at the
root of what we know and what we are, but the exteriority of accidents’ (Rabinow 1987
(1984), p81). So, in making visible the unseen of ecological identification, I should not focus
on historical or economic ‘truths’ and an evolving progression of colonising power. I should
look at the variable complexities and vagaries of personal and environmental connection. I
incorporate this anti-foundational view as I explore the socio-cultural landscape as Don and
Ruth have taught me.
A community is brought into existence by building a language or a body of knowledge around
a genealogy of symbols that emerges from a collective self-awareness in a reality where there
is no one truth and no one being at the source of who we are or what we know. Without these
new symbols the emergent culture remains unseen and unheard, subjugated in the traditional
binary language of the historical grand narrative (Fillingham 1993, p95). Recognising the
formerly subjugated knowledge, such as Ngunawal ways of knowing, and creating a hybrid
perspective from it leads to the generation of knowledge of something very different to the
established historical order. However, what usually happens is that knowledge that is specific
to a localised situation or experience, no matter how profound, is more likely to contribute to
a variability of knowledge and be marginalised, rather than be recognised as expanding the
broadest potential of accord (Foucault 1980, pp80-83).
Therefore, in depicting the waters of the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers
(‘the junction’), I present multiple perspectives of socially constituted knowledge, as a
confluence, a traceable pattern of logic, using what Foucault would call a ‘multiplicity of
genealogical researches’ (Foucault 1980, p83). These researches acknowledge different
dimensions to those of empirical research methodologies. Allowing the profound to interact
with the everyday means that knowledge that unfolds:
entertain[s] the claims to attention of local, discontinuous, disqualified, illegitimate
knowledges against the claims of a unitary body of theory which would filter,
hierarchise and order them in the name of some true knowledge and some arbitrary
idea of what constitutes a science and its objects (Foucault 1980, p83).

In so doing I may glimpse unseen aspects that contribute to a connection between a
community and the land and its waters - a mechanism, as Foucault suggests, of a variable
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relationship between truth, knowledge and power. ‘The exercise of power itself creates and
causes to emerge new objects of knowledge and accumulates new bodies of information’
outside that which is already privileged in the existing historical grand narrative (Foucault
1980, pp50-52).
Power and knowledge interact (Foucault 1980, p52), becoming inseparable, just as the power
of the waters interacts with mind, body and environment. By power I mean a covert,
permeating form of power that Foucault refers to as a:
capillary form of existence, the point where power reaches into the very grain of
individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes,
their discourses, learning processes and everyday lives (Foucault 1980, p39).

The exercise of power can be the personal empowerment of self, achieved through an
acknowledged movement in interactive space, to create knowledge about self and a sense of
place in the socio-cultural landscape.
THE CONFLUENCE AS A MEETING PLACE
In Chapter 6.1, I explained that some degree of critical awareness as a researcher occurs for
me when I present the permeation of a subjective experience of ecological identification with
the abstraction of its depiction. In Chapter 6.2, I use the dual perspectives of the internal
(personal, ontological/experience) and the external (epistemological/researcher) to explore
ecological identification using a partly metaphorical representation of the junction of the
Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers. With my audience in mind I slow the reflection processes
of ecological identification to an observable pace.
I use a creative mix of experience (presented by journal entries and created images), analysis
and theory to reveal the transformative nature of the movement of the waters flowing through
the junction. I perceive the junction to be a confluence, a geographical and symbolic
convergence of the juxtaposing perspectives (traditionally subjugated knowledge interacting
with mainstream) that constitute multiple perspectives of reality. An interaction of internal
and external influences occurs on a number of levels. A meeting of personal and
environmental space is experienced on one level. On another is the reflexive interaction of the
personal and researcher perspectives and Ngunawal ways of knowing. On yet another level,
the junction symbolises the juxtaposition of the physical and metaphorical dimensions of a
broad concept of space, communicated by my spatial narrative as a collage or assemblage of
my words, images, ideas and experiences.
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All of these aspects of the junction converge and meet with the Old People (the Ngunawal
ancestors) who are embodied in the social and environmental signals and cultural symbols of
earth, rocks and water to form a shared narrative space of Ngunawal territory. Consideration
of symbolism influences the perception of significant features of the physical environment of
Ngunawal territory, the level of prominence and sense of kinship given to the waters, rocks
and land, in particular.
Contemplating the inadequacy of the symbols of a single language to present the potential of
such a complex interaction of personal and environmental space reminds me of Lyotard’s
(1984) criticism of attempts to present the unpresentable. He felt that abstraction was the only
way to present something so potentially infinite and variable.
A sense of ‘equivocal emotion’ develops as a consequence of the conflict between the power
of a subject, and the ability to conceive and then present or articulate the conception of
something (Lyotard 1984, p77). This conflict leads to uncertainty. If there is no consensus,
then in the rationalist thinking of empirical science there is no knowledge. In the aesthetic
context, on the other hand, consensus on what knowledge is gained from conflict between the
various sensory faculties may involve a ‘reflective’ judgement based on taste and notions of
beauty. The reflective judgement can create a sense of pleasure in experiencing the alignment
of the ‘capacity to conceive and the capacity to present an object corresponding to the
concept’ (Lyotard 1984, pp77-78). Otherwise, the experience becomes ‘painfully inadequate’
when the imagination is unable to present anything that may approximate what is being
conceived. For example, ‘the infinitely great, [and] the infinitely powerful’ are considered
‘unpresentable’ (Lyotard 1984, p78).
According to Lyotard, modern art focused its resources on:
presenting the fact that the unpresentable exists. To make visible that there is
something which can be conceived and which can neither be seen nor made visible
… . But how to make visible that there is something which cannot be seen? (Lyotard
1984, p78).

Lyotard’s question provides the rationale for introducing a postmodern/poststructural
perspective of the ecological identification that I perceive to characterise Ngunawal ways of
knowing. In Chapter 6.1 the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers played a role in the creation of
my alternative research space in which I explored the internal and external influences of a
transforming self. Now, experiencing the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers,
in the broadest sense, practically and symbolically, provides me with a way to present the
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deepest contemplation of the convergence of knowledge and power of its waters. The extent
and potential influence of that convergence, for me, as a confluence of physical, emotional
and conceptual movement and change, is best presented in the abstract symbolism of the
white space of the page. As Lyotard suggests, it will be in the abstraction of the white space
of the page that access is most open for my audience (and for me as the researcher) to
experience the powers of a creative convergence of knowledge.
What follows, from my journal, attempts to articulate the sense of place generated by the
interaction of my practical experience of the junction with actions of writing and creating
images in my journal, a confluence of different levels of meaning.
I am on a train travelling to Sydney for yet another funeral, the sixth funeral in
eighteen months. Another of my childhood links has passed. However, I feel guided
somehow, as one by one I let them go. Perhaps it is an accumulated wisdom of
experience. I feel like I am in transition as they, the dead, are. Having died, my great
aunt is not yet set to rest by we who go on living. Our time will come, but till it does
we continue our individual journeys.
There is life and then there is death. It is the journey between their extremes, forming
connections in the space that they share, that binds the two together. Is it dualistic to
think of life and death in this way? Life and death are not separate. Their boundaries
are blurred, as our grief testifies. I live and I feel the death of someone associated
with a special space in my life, a place in time. It is the space that they occupied and
is now empty that seems more real and most easily understood.
They are there yet they are not. The body, it is cold, it is still, a lifeless sleep, a space
like a cavity empty of emotion. Death is so abstract and hard to comprehend without
emotion and experience. The act of supporting my cousin as she grieves opens a way
out of this cavern. A cold wooden casket, the rose that I place on its lid provides me
with symbols and meaning, an ethereal framework for memories and the release of
my raw emotion – the ethereal dimension where the fire and the rose are one.1
On the train I opened Davies’ (2000) ‘(In)scribing Body/Landscape Relations’. She
speaks of ‘troubling’ boundaries between things that are usually perceived as
separate – as I ‘trouble’ the boundaries between life and death. Davies talks about the
relation between bodies and landscapes and different disciplines of thought. She
suggests that rather than dismantling the binary opposites we should instead ‘agitate’
their boundaries. We should acknowledge in our deconstruction of meanings that
often all we do is ‘draw attention to the binaries and their constitutive forces’. We
may reach a new level of interpretation outside of duality, but ‘this does not undo the
continuing force of relations of power that operate to hold the binaries in place’
(Davies 2000, p14).
There are many thoughts and feelings about the journey between the binaries: the
dualities of life and death, of the space of environment and body - my body as I sit
cocooned, looking out and separate from the environment beyond the walls of the

1

I refer here to T.S. Eliot’s poem ‘Little Gidding’. The ethereal dimension of our experience is where the physical and the
symbolic aspects of the fire and the rose combine to create a more comprehensive perception of reality – not unlike Teilhard
de Chardin and Bohm.
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train, my environment as I perceive it to be a landscape passing by the window of my
carriage.
I am between Queanbeyan and Sydney, near Bungendore and Goulburn, just leaving
the land that surrounds the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, still in
Ngunawal country and heading to my country, where I was born. The rock in the
railway cutting is still shale, no signs of my Sydney sandstone yet. It is raining, the
first good rain for many years in this place. The water is running down the glass of
the window of the train. It is running along sheep tracks and lying in the low ground
at the bottom of the sloping land. The creeks have water in them, as do the dams.
Both the Queanbeyan and the Molonglo are flowing, swelling out to the widest of
their channel walls. My train has carried me across both rivers.

I am now reflecting on the rivers, the water and the different types of spaces that I enter as I
walk along the Molonglo and Queanbeyan where they meet close to my home at Oaks Estate.
This reflection takes place during my walk.
I enter the space of the river corridor and participate in it with all my senses. I see the
space although there is nothing to see. I feel the space though there is nothing to feel.
I listen when there is nothing to hear. When I am brave, I enter even though there is
nowhere to go. A few days ago the river was up, swollen and turbulent because of the
rain. The next day the river had subsided a little; the sun was out, the river felt
refreshed.
I experienced what was in the space that I could see. This is how I (mentally) entered
the space of the water. I began in the space that was the water and kept going into
what was not, following the water’s kneading movement as it flowed over the rocks
in and on the river’s bed.
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There are parallels between Davies’ work and mine. Her book is about ‘bodies in and of the
landscape and landscapes in and of the body’. She explores ‘body/landscape relations’ in
reading and writing that ‘in(scribes) bodies, landscapes and body/landscape relations. She
says:
Theoretical writing about the body generally constitutes the body in isolation from
the physical spaces in which it exists … Postmodern theorising about the body has
all too often been a cerebral, esoteric and, ultimately, disembodied activity (Davies
2000, p14).

Not only is the body isolated in the theorising, it is the land that is isolated too. My experience
is that the land becomes disembodied and somehow separated from the researcher in the
theorising. I am thinking here of my struggle to conceptualise the symbols of a subjective
experience of the land and its waters, to build theory on practice in a way that reflects both
sides of a reciprocal human/environment engagement. This requires a storied line connecting
mind, body and environment so that environmental other is both physical and metaphorical. I
do not start by focusing inwards into my body. I focus outwards from a place within the
experience. I recognise that my body is an environment, is in an environment, is of an
environment, and my perception is the ever-changing ecological identification with different
types of spaces and places, both inside and outside of my body. This is the equivalent of an
experience of the land and its waters as interactive space.
Davies tells us of Ethel, an ‘indigenous Australian woman sitting in the desert, longing for the
language she has been deprived of’ (Davies 2000, p17). Davies tells us that:
The language does not reside in Ethel but in the landscape in which her ancestors are
still present. The landscape can speak to her if she listens carefully enough, and may
do so through the smoke of the fire she has lit, or from a bird, or the Wandjinas, or
rock python (Davies 2000, p18).

I think of the swans on the river.
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We share a common space at the junction. Seeing their image in a photo I took of the
bubbles of swirling water tells me that they are in my psyche. I never seem to have
my camera with me when they are about. I finally photographed them the other day. I
have now captured their actual reflection as well as their subliminal one. [Refer to
Chapter 6.1]
While the water level of the river was up I also saw a water rat at the weir. It slipped
into the water from a branch, disappearing under the muddy surface to reappear at the
rock edge. I followed its trail of bubbles then watched as it emerged to scavenge
amongst the weeds. It climbed onto a low branch to groom itself, unfazed by my
close proximity. I feel privileged to share the confidences of the swan and the water
rat and to be allowed to be part of their private space.
The next day I returned in the bright sunlight and photographed the water. I felt
drawn to it. I watched it swirl and curl in on itself. I thought of Bohm, the kneading
of space and time like dough. Dialogue between the water and me. I captured images
of the bubbling and swirling. I felt drawn in.
I could feel a tension – an edge. I clicked the shutter of the camera at the moments
that I felt the tension at its strongest.

Later, as I looked at the images on my computer screen I realised that I may have
captured the images of fish under the surface. This would be why I often see the
White-Faced Heron at this spot on the river. I couldn’t see what was under the
surface until the image was frozen in time by the camera.
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When I viewed the images on the screen I also saw faces emerging from the patterns
in the water and submerged rocks. Who is in my psyche now? Whose space am I
sharing now? Is it as Ethel hopes to experience? Are they the faces of ancestors, my
ancestors? Some are Aboriginal Australian – no doubt from my focus on Aboriginal
Australian culture. I have tapped into another dimension of the socio-cultural
landscape.

Others are different, distorted, part rock, part water, part reflected and refracted light.
My ancestors lived in another land across the world. Perhaps I have brought them
with me through some ancestral imprint. Am I calling them to me? Are they shared
ancestors, between cultures? Maybe these images are just creations of my
imagination?
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Whatever they may be they are a creation of a contemplative connection to the space
that I am currently participating in. We are sharing that space - Bohm, Davies, Ethel,
the Aboriginal Australian ancestors, my ancestors, the swans, the river rat, the fish,
the heron, the sun, the land, rocks and water and I - forming a social, cultural and
environmental tension.

DIFFERENT LEVELS OF CONVERGENCE
I have studied this place: the confluence of people, the land and the waters at the junction of
the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers. I learnt about the experiences of a colonial community
of the past, going back some one hundred and eighty years; a sense of history, together with
its remnant artefacts, still surviving into the present. I learnt from:
•

people still living and who, although having moved elsewhere, still felt a strong
connection to the place where they had been raised.

•

the knowledge shared with me by people who are now dead, and through stories told
about them by their children, and from documents and the things they left behind.

•

the shaped stones that lay beside the bricks and broken bottles at the sites of the
dwellings and camps of the ancestors.

The Old People of a number of cultures, Anglo-Celtic, European, Chinese and Aboriginal
Australian, are connected in varying degrees with this place at the junction of the Molonglo
and Queanbeyan Rivers.
Davies says that:
The white presence with all its destructive power, with its capacity to reinscribe the
land with zippered scars [the tracks of truck tyres] and fences, and the scattering of
sacred stones, is a minor power compared to the Old People (Davies 2000, p18).

I agree. In fact, when I was researching that one hundred and eighty years, a comparatively
fleeting moment in time, I experienced the power of the Old People.
One hundred and eighty years on the surface, but deeper down there were the voices
of a different kind of connection to the land and its waters. A story passed down
from the Old People of more recent times, the early generations of colonial settlers,
was that the meaning of the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers in
Aboriginal Australian cultural terms meant ‘clear water, beautiful woman’.2 The Old
People did not say which tribe this meaning is associated with. The embodied
meaning, it is said, came from a mosaic of stones in the bed of the river, perhaps
through a process not unlike what I have been attempting to articulate through my

2

In 1999 Bert Sheedy, a now-deceased local historian with a long family connection to the land surrounding the junction of
the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, told me the story that his father had told him. He also told me that Jack Collett (from
another old family of the region) had been told the same story by his own family.
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images of the rocks and the waters of the junction.
The stones of the mosaic are no longer visible to us. However the story told to me
through the most recent generations of the Old People still embodies the lived space
of the river, of the waters, enhancing my sense of place. I locate my experience of
the rocks and the water in the context of an experience that occurred before mine. I
am sharing the spatial dimensions of this river junction with others of the present
and of the past. I juxtapose the disordered past and present, with living and not
living, physical and non-physical, as these things emerge out of the reflected and
refracted light in the water blending the psychological with the physical through the
land, the philosophy and the spirituality of ecological identification.3
I have watched the river change many times in my comparatively short time of
twenty or so years walking here, just as the Old People would have done. The
channel has changed. It is silting up. The noxious willows spread carpets of roots
over once heavily cobbled crossings that bridge deep channels. I took photos of the
stones ten years ago, but even then the sand was collecting and the weeds were
growing over them. The pattern and the stones that the Old People spoke of would
have shifted over time with the flow of the water. However, I can understand from
my experience of the powers of the flowing river how the pattern of the mosaic
would have formed, was recognised and contemplated to provide a place of
embodied ecological identity. The space of the river’s bed that appears to have
nothing, when contemplated, vibrates, pregnant with meaning.
So what is this space of clear water and beautiful woman – is it the convergence of
water and feminine being? The Molonglo is said to have been a chain of ponds
above its junction with the Queanbeyan. Clear water to me suggests shallow water
as it ripples over the cobbles that collect in the pockets of exposed bedrock. Perhaps
the pattern of the mosaic lies submerged beneath the present riverbed, its unseen
presence permeating the sand and stones that are now on the surface. The river
crossing where I walk acts to guide me in the habits of the stones as they collect. A
billabong has formed a little downstream, a haven for fingerlings and thus water
birds. I think about the concept of nurturing, an act often associated with women.
The billabong is like a nursery, protected by the exposed bedrock; the cobbles that
collect there warm and filter the water as it flows into the pool.
Sometimes I see shapes of animals and people in the stones; a smiling face with
frog-like mythical qualities in one, a tortoise in another. I have spent time sitting at
the edge of this billabong looking into the water, watching the fish, noticing stones
collecting to form lines along its stream. At times I have looked out across the water
at the reeds on the other bank, listening to the silence and hearing the sounds of
women and children beyond the sound of the rippling water. Sometimes I found
artefacts among the cobbles that suggested to me the culture of the women and
children that I heard. European black glass bottles and weathered clay brick and an
Aboriginal Australian stone flaked tool. The cobbles, for both cultures, acted as a
stable crossing of the river and were a source of raw material for stone tools or
building. I have walked over the cobbles when the river had withdrawn, leaving
them to dry and bake in the sun. The cobbles were hot under my feet in summer and
cold in winter, but aesthetically beautiful, feminine in their smooth and rounded
forms.
On a grander scale, on the surface, the smoothness and roundness of feminine form
is embodied in the knolls of sand deposited by ancient wide slow-moving waters.

3
The work of Bohm and Pribram point out parallels between the psychological aspects of human spirituality and quantum
physics. Refer to their work on the Holonomic Brain Model.
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The sand is deep that rests on the bed of shale and sandstone; soft and warm in
comparison to the rigid stone that has been hardened by compaction and volcanic
pressure. The stone deposits from a large body of water, relatively shallow, a sea
with mud and coral, an estuary perhaps. The earth has folded; the feminine curves
extend from deep in the earth to be exposed on the surface where the sand has been
washed away. The rock was, for a time, elastic, folding, unfolding and enfolding
back onto itself, so that the fine chert, silt of a deep and still ocean floor, lies sideby-side with the hardened coral and mud of a choppy sea.
The kneading of space and time is a continuing interaction between that which is
below the surface and that which becomes visible above. The meandering course of
the river, which sculpts the deposited forms, exposes the folding of the rock strata
that has emerged from beneath. However, the undulating wave of movement, the
vibrations through the depths of the earth, through water and through me is violently
interrupted by the shearing step of a fault line, Sullivan’s fault line, that
simultaneously marks a boundary of a long grassy peneplain and links the junction
by a ridge line to Lake George.

REVEALING DIFFERENT DIMENSIONS OF A BROAD CONCEPT OF SPACE
My emergent concept of space is revealed from the interaction of its personal and
environmental aspects. At times I use the image, at times the word. I am in the physical
environment, sometimes in the metaphorical. The space in which I walk is symbolised by the
unseen, the negative space of the image and the white space of the page. Where does my
experience of the socio-cultural landscape begin and end – the boundaries of the page, the
personal or the environmental? Where does the boundary between the Ngunawal community
and me lie as we share the narrative space? Is there a clear boundary at all? I do not think
there is, because I hear my voice, the Ngunawal voice and other voices of theorists and
philosophers that, together, articulate a socialised and cultured perspective. This interaction
through a dialogue of ecological identification becomes an undercurrent, as our individual
perspectives converge and surface as socially constituted knowledge.
The word that is spoken yet unheard becomes the written word. The image reveals what has
remained unspoken and at times unseen. A transitory moment in a sequence is articulated by
the voice and the vision that is viewed and read from the page and that manifests on the page.
The idea that movement of thought and emotion becomes apparent through a sequence of
moments (rather than the individual moment on its own) is my response to structuralism’s
approach to looking at a frozen single moment in time to study binary opposites. Whether
they are about physical or abstract space, there appears to be little difference when the images,
the words and the narrative space that they share are connected. After Foucault, I create the
image and use the word to make visible the unseen layers of connection forming a spatial
relationship of truth, knowledge and power.
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Put simply, the images are of water. I am standing at a place where the water flows in
channels at the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers. In some images I am an
observer, watching through the branches of trees growing at the water’s edge. The branches of
the trees divide the picture plane into the seen and the unseen of positive and negative visual
space. The tree branches frame transparent shapes of negative space to form windows through
which the viewer looks into an enclosed space, over the breadth of the flowing river that is
curtained by a solid leafy backdrop. The leafy shapes denying a glimpse of the broader
landscape context, the muddy sediment in the water and the fullness of its body are the only
indication of what might be happening upstream and downstream from the immediate
environment at the junction. These images are suggestive of interior architectural space and
take on the contemplative qualities of an intimate and sheltered place.

In others images I am no longer an observer. I am participating, having entered the space and
the movement of the water. As a participant I deepen my visual connections in the
conceptualisation of space by using the zoom lens of the camera to trace the entry points of
contemplation. I capture both what is on the surface and what is submerged below. The spatial
character of the image is sometimes shallow, at times a flat pattern, in contrast to the depths of
shadowy, translucent reflection.
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The undercurrent of the waters breaks the surface to form patterns and animistic images.
These images remind me of looking through a microscope. However, my involvement being
as much with what cannot be seen of a connecting movement as with what can be seen
suggests that I have focused on a deeper rhythm than occurs at the micro level.
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In the refracted and reflected light the waters churn back below the surface to rejoin the
current that extends beyond the limits of the junction, passing through the permeable bounds
of the personal and the environmental. The waters of the junction provide a metaphor
symbolising the visual nature of the movement of the spatial relationship I experience.
A type of metamorphosis occurs as the spatial relationship of mind, body and environment
interacts to form varying levels of ecological connection. This involves what I can see on the
surface and what cannot be seen but can be perceived using my deeper cognitive and
emotional senses.
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A glint of light on the edge of a rock where it breaks the surface of the water catches the
viewer’s eye. The rock is still and weathered smooth, but the water ripples with movement. It
is movement, actual or metaphorical, that forms connections in a spatial relationship. Rings of
movement extend out across the surface of the water towards the edge of the image while, at
the same time, drawing the viewer down deeper into the image, following the trail of golden
light to where it colours objects in the water and the bed of the river.
Individually, the images are independent reflective moments that, when contemplated, open a
dialogue. When viewed in sequence the images present a genealogy of a series of emerging
signals and symbols of spatial relationship. The words I have written are part of the sequence,
complementing the images. The words and images interact and help define meaning in the
interpretive space between the surface of the page and my audience. The words provide a
platform from which to interpret what is going on within, around and between the images at
the time of creation and afterward. They describe different conceptual, emotional and physical
dimensions of the socio-cultural landscape. The words articulate the points of connection as I
engage in the personal and environmental space of the junction. The words and images make
tangible a philosophy and spirituality of ecological identification similar to de Certeau’s
(1984) walking in practiced space and, through that, the reflexive process of experience,
analysis and theory.
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In the context of a sense of place, where does the junction start and finish? How far does its
influence spread? What marks the boundaries of each individual river and determines where
they actually merge? Which channel wall defines the whole? In flood the water swells over
several channel walls and across the paddocks. The Old People tell us, through their stories
passed down, that in the old days the channels were not so deeply carved into the land and the
waters flowed much more slowly, often as wide swampy soaks between deep waterholes.
Water seeping through the sodden soil and reeds meant that the divide between the river and
the plain that it traversed was far less pronounced than it is today. The ancient watercourses of
the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, as the headwaters of the ancient Murrumbidgee,
extend across entire peneplains that have in turn been carved into hills and valleys. That
confluence had been a meeting place for Aboriginal Australian cultures, the shared narrative
space of the multiple dimensions of an ancient Dreaming trail that linked the eastern coastal
plains to the inland, and to the highlands of the snow country, along the west-flowing rivers.
Fences and track-ways now divide the river corridor and rolling hills, like the grid of a map.
The junction was used as a reference by most of the earliest colonial explorers heading south
in search of the great rivers and expansive grazing grounds spoken of by the Aboriginal
Australians of their day. One hundred and fifty years ago, colonial settlers living seven
kilometres away from the actual junction of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers described
their location as being ‘at’ the junction (Kerr & Falkus 1982, p22). The junction became a
focus for settlement and economic pursuits. Villages were established at safe distances from
possible flooding. Before the colonists, the junction marked and watered the ridges and plains
that provided a meeting place of Aboriginal Australian tribal lands.
On the surface, the convergence of natural corridors and ridges and the presence of wellwatered grasslands meant that it provided well-resourced pathways for both animals and
people. There were corroboree grounds and large camps located along the Molonglo and
Queanbeyan Rivers surrounding all sides of the junction. The early settlers took their lead
from the habits of the Aboriginal Australians and located their earliest homesteads and
outstations - and eventually an entire city - on the largest or most concentrated sites of
Aboriginal Australian occupation. The spatial plan of the new city, anchored by the geometry
of a central triangle of hills and the lines of radiating avenues, has shifted the focus of the
symbolism. While still on the land as a meeting place, the focus has moved away from the
Aboriginal Australian meaning of the pathways of the river corridors.
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THE POWER OF THE WATERS AS A SPATIAL METAPHOR
Space that people participate in can no longer be perceived as a non-entity - empty, intangible,
silent and still. This I experienced when I actively engaged with the waters of the junction.
Power and empowerment lie in movement of the water as it flows, metaphorically and
physically, through mind, body, and environment. It transcends the boundaries of images and
words. Through the movement of the waters I recognise the interaction of life and death as it
is experienced every day and at a more profound level. Water is life. Without it the body and
everything the land supports dies. The power of the waters seeps into the cells of my body and
between grains of sand and crystals of rock to affect the life and death of the body, its
environment and the geomorphology.
I am using water as a metaphor ‘that enables one to grasp precisely the points at which
discourses are transformed in, through and on the basis of relations of power’ (Foucault 1980,
pp69-70). Power and knowledge are mapped as patterns of experience and explored rather
than chronologically ordered (Foucault 1980, p74). The space of discourse is interactive and
defined by how things happen and how well relationships of signals and symbols allow me to
move through the various dimensions of the socio-cultural landscape. Practical engagement
with the junction as an interactive space encourages me to experience its waters as a
confluence of symbolic relations. How power (and empowerment) takes its form, how it
becomes implanted in people, what the objects of focus and boundaries of influence are, can
be better described in spatial terms as the effects of ‘discursive realities’ (Foucault 1980,
pp70-71).
When perceived as an interaction of personal and environmental space, the waters of the
junction symbolise the power and knowledge of the Old People. This power and knowledge
resides with the Ngunawal Elder and permeates the community, not through the power and
knowledge of one person but as the power of collective knowledge of people in spatial
relationships that have no apparent chronological ordering between past and present.
Knowledge is critical in this power, but also intrinsic in the relationship is the power of the
waters that nourish life and features in death - as weathered rocks and bones and wood
gradually dissolve and rejuvenate the soil. A perception of reality based on multiple
perspectives incorporates the physical and the ethereal as the Old People show themselves as
a transitory glimpse in a watery image.
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Objects are scattered across the surface of the earth, they are buried deep in the ground and
they wash downstream in the channels of rivers and creeks. They move and become
deposited, connecting their place of origin to their shifting and final places of rest. For these
interactions in the practical experience and symbolism of life and death, time can be eons and
it can be brief. I created images of the waters, of the land, of the objects, of movement and
stillness. I wrote words that connected my experience and my perception of all of these things
in interactive space, as a broad concept of space.
THE IMAGE
There is the power of my eye in all of this too, and the power to articulate what I do not see,
but know to be present. I mean power of the eye in the sense of presenting what is visible,
what is perceived through my ‘mind’s eye’, and what presents through the image to the gaze
of the viewer, my audience. To recognise a broad concept of space is to shift focus between
the visible object and the unseen subject (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), p100). I participate at the
surface and with what is below the surface. The water and the rocks required light so as to be
visible and to take form and, in return, make light perceivable. The water, light, and the rocks
are not universally seen and our vision is often unfocused. The water and the light define the
form of the rocks and occupy the space where the rocks are not. The visible impression of the
water, light and rocks, as objects, their appearance and meaningful qualities, are all
transformed by what happens in the fluid space, the effect of light and water, the camera lens I
use and the angle of view. The image is not an imitative depiction of life, captured as a
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finalised expression of the object frozen in real space. Rather, it is ‘an emanation – a form of
intuition from another dimension’ (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), p89).
I do not try to present the image, the image-maker, the subject of the junction and the
photographic method (or its visual language) as objects in themselves. I have tried to avoid
the predetermined assumptions of a knowable reality. My images were created on the basis of
a perceived interactive tension, a spontaneous interaction within an experience of the waters
of the junction. I did not rely on what I could see. Even when I cannot see, the photographic
process can present the spontaneity and unpredictability of light and water.
Baudrillard (2004 (2001)) says that the image provides a medium for a ‘reversibility’ or
reciprocity, organic and moving between object and subject. The object ‘which thinks us,
surprises us, which makes its own way’, is independent of the conceptual filters of
expectation or any preconceived thought of the subject. Neither subject nor object controls the
image or the viewer’s gaze (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), pp90-91). In terms of duality, images
assert their own powers as a receiving subject, by absorbing our vision and imposed
meanings, while at the same time providing their own independent meaning in return, as a
stimulating object of our focus. Subject and object co-exist in an antagonistic relationship,
neutralising each other so that neither will have absolute primacy in any context. Neither can
be considered separately (Baudrillard 2003, pp81-82).
I have tried to step outside of the physicality of three-dimensional reality. The images that we
think depict reality as it appears to us, in fact, only appear to do so because our culture has
conditioned us to recognise the allusion to three-dimensionality in a two-dimensional picture
plane. We only have to view the ancient depiction of objects on cave walls in Africa, Europe
and Australia, or Medieval manuscripts or ancient Japanese watercolours and silk paintings to
recognise different cultural ways of interpreting space. The camera lens flattens the image so
that we come to rely on the direction of light falling on an object, overlapping shapes of
diminishing size or the lines of perspective leading to a vanishing point to provide the illusion
of three-dimensional reality. European art tradition recognises and names the different
dimensions of space - the point, the line, the plane, volume and movement, for example. I
have attempted to free the image from the filter of prescribed cultural meaning. In doing this
the images indicate that there is another level of perception – one that is not readily visible
but, when contemplated, behaves like something Baudrillard (2004 (2001)) calls a parallel
universe (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), p91).
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My experience is that there are, as Baudrillard hopes, ‘points of contact, points of emergence
and appearance’ for the viewer to engage with the image (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), p91).
However, it is difficult to separate internal and external contact points, emergence and
appearance – what is provided by the image to shape our vision and what the viewer brings.
Baudrillard discusses the idea of an ultimate stage of photography in which the world is
viewed in a way in which things have already passed through the photographic process,
perhaps in a previous life (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), p99). ‘For something like a signification
or message to appear, the medium - in this case, the image – has to exist in a specific way of
its own, to exist in itself; then we shall perhaps get a meaning’ (Baudrillard 2004 (2001),
p94).
The medium, as image, uses the tools of its own visual language, not as a contrived depiction
that follows cultural rules of perception, but as an insightful moment of multiple perspectives
of reality (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), pp94-95). A metaphorical dialogue begins between the
image and the viewer. The image indicates to me that there is clearly something happening
that I did not foresee when I took a photograph of the bubbles and light in the water. The
images are of water and air, but when contemplated the patterns they make may have the
appearance of faces. Boundaries are blurred by the interaction between what I see in the
environment and what I perceive (with input from the image) through metaphorical dialogue.
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The boundaries between the perceived faces, the water, rocks and the light are permeable. In
the positive and negative space of the image, perspective is flattened by the lens and
articulated through one medium, using a two-dimensional picture plane. When I contemplate
the image it seems to project across the space between the picture plane and my eye to
provoke a response. As well as a simple optical experience, I feel a connection to the junction
(is it a renewed or a new connection?) through the bubbles, the fluidity of the water, the light,
the rocks and the perceived faces.

The image has become both a signal and a symbol of new points of contact that generate a
broader and deeper perception by a type of ‘poetic situational transference’ (Baudrillard 2004
(2001), p101). I am in the visual dimension of the socio-cultural landscape but, at the same
time, I am able to form new knowledge through a new power of interpretation of something
that was not initially perceived or understood (Baudrillard 2004 (2001), pp101-102).
THE WORD
The word ‘confluence’, for me, has come to symbolise the meeting in and the sharing of an
interactive space of mind, body and environment. My experience of the junction is everything
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that is evoked by the meaning of the single word ‘confluence’ and also it is everything that
emerges from the power of the water’s movement in the words, images and flowing rhythms
of a narrative sequence. In this sequence there is the passing of a life and the movement
through a life, of looking out at, and of being in, the physical, cognitive and emotional space
of the junction. The power of the word moving through the white space of the page
symbolises the flow of the metaphor.
Just as the waters are frozen yet still move in the image, the words are static signals in their
own right, linear in their construction, yet spatial in the poetics of their symbolism. The words
have the capacity to stand alone and cast their meaning beyond mere linguistic signs. Each
word has its place on the page, which is bounded by defined margins, yet transcends edges
with the symbolic power of the fluidity of the water.
As a means to reflect on a journey, to complement the visual language of images, to
adequately articulate a broad concept of space, I write the words, but at times they reciprocate
and write me. The words are about what I perceive to be happening in the socio-cultural
landscape and, through them, I learn about what is happening in me (personally and as the
researcher). Words enable me to write both the socio-cultural landscape and me into
existence. The page symbolises my perception and my sense of place, a metaphor of the space
of mind, body and the environment that I am in. I am not always sure whether the words
originate from a preconceived notion or a generative response. The sequence becomes a
transformation of reflective thoughts and of creative relationships in a metaphorical dialogue
that has no particular conclusion. The words reflect my thoughts, and what is felt and seen,
and follow a path or sequence of connections that may end with no purpose, but that may also
follow some tangential course of knowledge that has emerged from an unpredicted reality of
ecological identification (Baudrillard 2003, p92).
The interaction between the personal and the environmental takes place in the physical
dimensions of the junction and in the metaphorical dimensions of the page as a symbolic
exchange. Baudrillard (2003) writes of symbolic exchange as a ‘strategic site where all the
modalities of value flow together towards what I would call a blind zone, in which everything
is called into question again’ (Baudrillard 2003, p 15). In this way, dualistic opposition no
longer governs the relationship of culture and nature, of what is human and what is not
human, and what defines life and no life (Baudrillard 2003, pp16-17, 55).
The symbolic exchange is based on the transformation of definitions, challenging the certainty
of boundaries of what is cultural and what is natural. The symbolic exchange of a
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metaphorical dialogue reveals and creates new rhythms of movement across boundaries, and
the means to change perception away from an inevitable end or purpose. Without the abstract
space of the symbolic there is one purpose, one direction, a single destiny from creation to an
inevitable end (Baudrillard 2003, p18).
My writing is organic, symbolic of the movement and power of convergence, a reflection on
an interaction of experience, analysis and theory. The words and the images become an
extension of a concept; signals and symbols for the articulation of a deeper level of
convergence of knowledge and power. The convergence of knowledge and power
(empowerment) is seen and felt, perceived and understood with a deep silence, a way of
knowing that remains unspoken, sometimes only revealed in the rhythms of the flowing
waters of the confluence that metaphorically govern the sequence of words and images.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 6.2
I look at the variable complexities and vagaries of personal and environmental connection to
explore a genealogy (Foucault) of the signals and symbols that give rise to what we know and
value in the present-day socio-cultural landscape. I present multiple perspectives of socially
constituted knowledge, allowing the profound to interact with the everyday, so that I can
glimpse unseen aspects that contribute to a connection between community and the land and
its waters. Knowledge about self and a sense of place in the socio-cultural landscape are
achieved through the acknowledgement of movement in interactive space, through an
evolving personal empowerment.
I use the dual perspectives of the internal (personal, ontological/experience) and the external
(epistemological/researcher) to explore ecological identification using a partly metaphorical
representation of the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers. The junction is
symbolic of a convergence of practical and abstract perspectives highlighting the level of
prominence and sense of kinship given to the waters, rocks and land of Ngunawal territory
and influences the perception of significant landscape features. Experiencing the junction,
practically and symbolically, provides me with a way to present the deepest contemplation of
the power of the waters as a confluence of knowledge.
I articulate my sense of place from within a practical experience of the junction and the
metaphorical conceptualisation of the white space of the page. I experience a changing
ecological identification, recognising different types of spaces and places both within and
outside my body. I am mindful that the land should not be disembodied and separated from
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me, the researcher, in the theorising of this experience. I use images and words to reveal an
emergent concept of space.
The waters of the junction provide a metaphor symbolising the movement of the spatial
relationship I experience. This includes what can be seen, on the surface, of an ecological
connection and what is perceived using deeper cognitive and emotional senses. Individually,
the images are independent reflective moments that when viewed collectively, as a sequence,
present a genealogy of the emergent signals and symbols of spatial relationship. The words I
have written complement the images, articulating points of connection with the junction and
describing a confluence of different conceptual, emotional and physical dimensions of the
socio-cultural landscape.
As an interaction of personal and environmental space, the waters of the junction symbolise
the power and knowledge of the Old People. A perception of reality based on multiple
perspectives incorporates the physical and the ethereal; the Old People show themselves as
transitory glimpses in a water image. The image is not an imitative depiction of life. I created
my images on the basis of a perceived tension, a spontaneous interaction within an experience
of the waters of the junction. I have attempted to free the image of prescribed cultural
meaning, indicating that, beyond this, there is another level of perception, readily visible
when contemplated.
While the words are static signals, linear in construction, they are spatial in the poetics of their
symbolism. The words cast their meaning beyond the edges of the page with the symbolic
power of the fluidity of the water. The words are about what I perceive to be happening in the
socio-cultural landscape, and through the writing of them I learn about what is happening in
me. My writing is symbolic of the movement and power of a convergence of experience,
analysis and theory. The word and images become the language of a deeper level of
convergence of knowledge and empowerment.
The exegesis provides the mechanism for the convergence of experience, analysis and theory,
at all levels of meaning. How that convergence is communicated as a transpersonal,
transdisciplinary, transcultural spatial narrative is determined by the juxtaposition of people,
places and events. I will show, in Chapter 7, how the interaction of the exegesis and spatial
narrative works in terms of their role in my emergent methodology at the intersection of
multiple disciplines. I also show how generating a hybrid perspective of empathic
understanding works in the creation and coherency of my transcultural narrative of territory.
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In Chapter 7 the synthesis of my emergent methodology with empathic understanding is
presented as a type of storied line that juxtaposes the physical environment of the Ngunawal
socio-cultural landscape, the metaphorical values of landscape characteristics and features in
defining territory, and the transformation (initiated here in Chapter 6) of my personal and
researcher perspectives of ecological identity.
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CHAPTER 7
FOCUSING MY EMERGENT METHODS AND EMPATHIC
UNDERSTANDING TO RECONCEPTUALISE THE NGUNAWAL SOCIOCULTURAL LANDSCAPE
My empathic understanding of Ngunawal territory has changed to recognise the significance
of water and the role of rivers in shaping the land, and the relationship between the land and
Ngunawal people, both physically and metaphorically. It is important to choose appropriate
disciplines to work with key social, cultural and environmental characteristics and features of
territory, in a way that will adequately represent the scope of their cultural meaning.
Understanding how the metaphorical value of those characteristics and features works, to map
territory, is critical. I will now show how I developed an empathic understanding of territory
as I continue to build on what I learnt in Chapter 6.
I have divided Chapter 7 into three sub-chapters to demonstrate the different practical stages
and levels of experience of my emergent methodology. Unlike the alternative research space
presented in Chapter 6, I begin exploring the nature of Ngunawal territory with the formal
guidance of the Ngunawal Elders. Learning from that experience, I reflect on key signals and
symbols and expand my new practical knowledge with further unguided practical experiences
and thinking about the workings of territory as interactive space.
My transdisciplinary approach of history, ethnography and the arts generates hybrid signals
and symbols for a transcultural narrative of territory, which includes both physical and
metaphorical transformation. Bringing together the hybrid signals and symbols of my
transdisciplinary approach with the catalysts, elements and features of changing personal and
researcher perspectives of Ngunawal ecological identification, creates a synthesis of emergent
methodology with empathic understanding. Chapter 7 demonstrates the practical nature of
that synthesis. The exegeses of this chapter demonstrate the reflexive aspects of the synthesis,
while the juxtaposition of spatial narrative provides the capacity to form and present physical
and metaphorical spatial relationships between seemingly incoherent signals and symbols of
an interaction of personal and environmental dimensions.
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CHAPTER 7.1
EXEGESIS 3: A GUIDED EXEGESIS

A perception of reality constituted from multiple perspectives means that landform
features are perceived as simultaneously natural and cultural entities; the space that is
between, within and around cultural artefacts is interactive and in no way empty of
meaning; and people are part of a living history that links the symbolism of ancient
geomorphology to present-day experience.
In this chapter I present a guided approach to transforming self, which builds on what was
presented in Chapter 6 and involves guided practice in which I accompany representatives
of the Ngunawal community on a formal archaeological survey. I reflect on physical
aspects of the survey, combining that reflection with my developing understanding of the
metaphorical significance of water and rivers in the definition of Ngunawal territory.
I demonstrate how the power of the waters forms pathways through the interacting
political, historical and symbolic layers of the socio-cultural landscape. I discuss:
•

sharing Ngunawal territory

•

my mind-map of Ngunawal territory

•

a place on the pathway

•

the view that spaces are not empty places

•

the changing socio-cultural landscape

•

different levels of meaning.

SHARING NGUNAWAL TERRITORY
In Chapter 6 I demonstrated the development of an empathic understanding using my
experience of a confluence of physical and metaphorical dimensions of the junction of the
Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, a place with which I was familiar. The variable
complexities and vagaries of personal and environmental connection revealed signals and
symbols that challenge the emphasis of a colonial grand narrative. My focus on both the
physical and metaphorical dimensions of ecological identification was made apparent through
my words and images about the meeting of the Old People, the rocks and the waters of the
confluence, in the present day. In wondering about the extent and potential influence of such a
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meeting, I have recognised links between that confluence and the waters that define
Ngunawal territory as a whole.
In this chapter, I focus the emergent methodology, transforming self through guided practice.
I learn to recognise the different levels of connection between people, places and events that
form pathways across the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.
Under the authority and guidance of the Ngunawal Elders, I reflect on the movement of
people through Ngunawal territory to highlight different layers of political, historical and
symbolic meaning that I perceive or experience. I was working with the Ngunawal
community during an archaeological survey just prior to the construction stage of the
Commonwealth Government Defence Forces' Headquarters Joint Operations Command
(HQJOC) complex, which is just on the New South Wales (NSW) side of the Australian
Capital Territory (ACT) border near Bungendore (Figure 21).
I allow my knowledge of the historical landscape to interact with Ngunawal ways of knowing
and sense of place. I also draw on the colonial records of this region to illustrate the
movement of people over time and the changing social, cultural and environmental emphases
of ecological identification. In this way the exegesis and spatial narrative processes combine
to demonstrate how I feel my way into the practical interaction of different disciplines, to
create physical and metaphorical signals and symbols. This also provides my audience with
background knowledge with which to understand my final presentation of an empathic
perspective of Ngunawal territory (presented in Chapter 7.3).
My narrative is not intended to be a defining perspective of Ngunawal territory, nor am I
attempting to speak for the Ngunawal community. My narrative shows how I connect
different political, historical and symbolic layers of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.
My story also shows how I explore meaning as it is created from a shared experience of an
archaeological survey that involves the Old People (through recognising the Ngunawal
ancestors, and the written observations and experiences of an early colonial settler),
geologists, archaeologists and anthropologists, and the present-day Ngunawal community
themselves.
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Figure 21 Map of region and places mentioned in the text.

The Ngunawal tenet, territory is experienced as connected spaces and places that are ‘lived in
our own time’, challenges the colonial narrative of Aboriginal Australian history.
Attwood (2005) has said about the interpretation of the history of Aboriginal Australian
people:
The story began in a particular time in place, which was the point at which there was
a British presence, thus privileging time more than space, as history has long tended
to do. In doing this, it displaced the (ab)original people and their relationship to the
territory (Attwood 2005, p14).

As a non-Aboriginal researcher writing about Ngunawal territory I am painfully
aware of the politics of attempting to write about Aboriginal Australian culture. This
provides all the more reason to share a spatial narrative of learning new ways of
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knowing, and working with knowledge and perception that I did not initially see or
know how to understand.
According to Don and Ruth, Ngunawal means ‘the people’. Ngunawal territory is the land
that is meaningful to Ngunawal people. Meaning will not be the same for people who are not
Ngunawal, myself included. The history of the land, its waters and the people - their social,
cultural and environmental interaction - is juxtaposed with the sense of place of the presentday Ngunawal community. It is my experience that the Ngunawal community have a deep
knowledge of traditional meanings and places in the landscape passed down to Don and Ruth
from the Elders, or as I have called them previously, the Old People. Ngunawal people have
maintained a strong connection to the land that they identify as Ngunawal, despite
displacement and the colonisation of their land and its waters. Much of the Ngunawal sociocultural landscape, including the appearance of traditional places, has been changed or
destroyed. The community therefore sees their guiding of my experience and the telling of my
story as an opportunity for the exchange of new and old knowledge and skills and as a way to
further articulate their sense of place in the changed socio-cultural landscape.
MY MIND-MAP OF NGUNAWAL TERRITORY
My experience of Ngunawal territory is part of experiencing Ngunawal people and I find it
difficult to talk about one without the other. Understanding the Ngunawal community
emerges with my understanding of how they perceive territory and the interactive space of
places in that environment. I focus on the land, as a pathway for the movement of people; and
its waters as the power that shapes and maintains the life of the land, the people, the animals
and the plants. In this chapter I describe my perception of Ngunawal territory as a group of
interconnected places that mark a pathway linking the people of the tablelands to the people
of the inland in the west, the people of the coast and the people of the highlands of the snow
country (Figure 22).
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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.

The pathway overlaps the confluence of all the headwaters of the ancient Murrumbidgee
River. This once flowed to the west from the east-southeast, rather than southeast then north
before turning west as it does today (Figure 23).

Figure 23 Present-day upper and middle Murrumbidgee River and its ancient headwaters in
relation to the location of the places mentioned in Figure 22.
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One place on this pathway is located around the junction of the present-day Yass and
Murrumbidgee Rivers, in the western part of Ngunawal territory. The story associated with
this place is about Ngunawal creation and illustrates the significance to Ngunawal culture of
the land and, more particularly, the rocks that emerge from the land.
Further along the pathway to the east, at Lake George, lives the chief spirit being of
Ngunawal culture. He is too powerful a being to discuss and I will not use his name.
However, his power is suggested by the way the character of the lake dramatically transforms.
It can be treacherous when the winds whip the calm, shallow waters into violence. At other
times the water completely disappears, to leave the lakebed exposed for many years at a time.
The lake is very old, between five and ten million years old (Abell 1991, p91). Formed by a
visually and geologically powerful escarpment that follows a fault line to the south, the lake
has seen many landscape changes in the environment of its variable shoreline. The waters that
now flow into the lake from the east were once the headwaters of the ancient Yass River
(Figure 23).
I recognise that, just as with my naming of the lake, the spirit of the lake takes many forms
and carries with it many meanings, depending on which particular Aboriginal Australian
group is concerned, or whether I am speaking in a colonial or postcolonial context. The fact
that I draw on the Ngunawal perspective of Lake George in my spatial narrative does not
mean that other perspectives do not exist and are not equally valid. Referring to the Ngunawal
perspective of the lake situates me in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape, as a starting
point for the transformation of my own perception.
My intention here is not one of endorsement. The Ngunawal story was, however, told to me
on the basis of mutual trust, which must exist for an emergent methodology to produce valid
outcomes. My focus, in terms of subjugated knowledge, is on presenting the environmental
side of the human/environmental dialogue of an ecological relationship, as well as the human.
The lake environment provides a space of interaction from which I look and step out. I begin
with an understanding that is shaped by the Ngunawal Elder’s view.
The most easterly of the four places that I mention on the pathway is near the present-day
town of Braidwood on the Shoalhaven River, where the tablelands of Ngunawal territory meet
coastal ‘tribal’ lands. Ngunawal people used to walk from Yass along what Don called the
‘old Yass River’, which he said is very sacred. They would walk to the junction of the
Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, located in the southern part of Ngunawal territory, near the
present-day cities of Canberra and Queanbeyan. Before today, for up to a thousand years, this
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junction was an important meeting place, with a large number of camps supported by its
waters (Kuskie 1989, p68). The Ngunawal people would pass through this land and then
move on to the Braidwood area where part of the Shoalhaven River flows on the highlands, at
the eastern limits of Ngunawal territory (Figure 24). Once there, they would meet with the
people who had walked up from the coast. The only coastal groups that Ngunawal people had
a close relationship with were of the Wodi Wodi people, from the region that extends north of
present-day Nowra to around present-day Wollongong (Bell, D. pers. comm. 19 August
2007).
The connecting pathway between the Wodi Wodi people and the meeting place at Braidwood
is probably reflected in the construction of the old wool road through the Pigeon House
Ranges between Braidwood and Nowra in 1841 (Bell, D. pers. comm. 15 September 2007).
This route followed, in part, an old walking track (Sneddon 1995, pp22-27).
Figure 24 My perception of the connection of places within Ngunawal territory.

The significance of these places and their connections in the context of Ngunawal territory is
revealed through the fact that each is associated with water. On one level, a combination of
seismic action and water eroded and shaped the ancient peneplain. On another level, water is a
vital difference between life and death in the ongoing relationship of people and the land.
Water shapes the movement of people and their relationship with the land just as it shapes the
land itself. Each of the places I have mentioned is at a good source of permanent water.
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Permanent water lends to the making of a place. The movement of people maintains
connections between places. Water influences the survival of family groups, the timing,
extent, and the nature and direction of their movement. Water attracts the animals and
supports the plants that people eat. Water shapes the landforms that provide pathways and
shelter. With shelter come camps and places where births and deaths create further levels of
meaning. The places and the pathways between them become narrative spaces or storied lines
connecting sources of food, ochre or stone, sacred places, a ceremonial meeting place, a
family camp; or as a neutral territory where people of neighbouring groups can pass safely
and meet respectfully.
A PLACE ON THE PATHWAY
Listening to the chorus of frogs on the Molonglo River near its junction with the Queanbeyan
one day, I was reminded of finding living frogs in the dried-out alluvial soil we had just dug
during the archaeological survey of the HQJOC site. This caused me to reflect on my
perception of the survey site as I had experienced it as a member of the Buru Ngunawal
Aboriginal Corporation survey team led by Don.
During the survey I had marvelled at the frogs’ ability to survive in incredibly dry conditions.
Thinking about it, the presence of the frogs in the alluvium meant that water was still present,
despite not being visible to my eye, and that the dry, hard ground I had been standing on was
still part of an active alluvial system. The rich visual stimuli of symbolic ecological and sociocultural landscape features and the scattering of artefacts assisted my recognition of the
different cultural layers. However, the layers were interwoven and not clearly separated, much
like the interleaving of the cultural change that has occurred since colonisation. Visible
cultural objects could not always support or reflect all of the changes in the landscape that I
perceived as I walked the site.
Understanding these layers required a continual shifting between the mindset of the present
day (that of driving along the Kings Highway to the HQJOC site) and, always within the same
measured lines of the HQJOC survey boundaries, comparing attitudes and appearance of the
colonial socio-cultural landscape with the present day, eventually arriving at a perception of
traditional Ngunawal culture. Probably the most critical thing is that understanding the
HQJOC survey site in terms of Ngunawal ways of knowing is best achieved by first looking
outwards beyond the boundary lines. Thus boundary lines, drawn on the site plan or seen as a
differentiation between past and present, do not restrict perception. This is a task made easier
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by the lack of any built environment. Such an approach entails reflection on a practical
knowledge of the site. My researcher’s perspective of the general regional socio-cultural
landscape is also put to use and allowed to interact with my personal experience of Ngunawal
territory (Figure 24).
I walked the HQJOC site to experience its scale and to gain a sense of the spaciousness of its
outlook, to understand accessibility of the landforms and to feel the ground underfoot. I felt
the wind as it blew across the valley and touched the stone as it was exposed from the soil. I
observed the growth of the grass and the trees and the flow of the watercourses. Later I drove
through the surrounding region to gain a sense of location beyond the wire fence lines and to
experience the practical logic of known thoroughfares. At times I drove along the high ground
and just sat and looked out at the scenery and explored connections between objects and
landform features in their environmental setting and people. I drew on my personal response
and the responses of other people of the present and of the past. I allowed my own felt
experience and those of others (recorded in historical documentation and as symbols on maps)
to interact so as to gain a glimpse of connections that may not be visible on the ground.
My immediate concern was with perception of the environment as a socio-cultural landscape,
that is, as the embodiment of a place of interacting social, cultural and environmental signs,
symbols and meanings. I fluctuated between exploring my perception of the past, and
experiencing the here and now of people, the land and its waters. I found myself asking when
does social significance become culturally or environmentally significant and is there any
difference?
What was once a social interaction with the environment (building shelter, providing food, or
securing resources for tools and transport, for example) becomes a culturally symbolic event
when viewed from the present. I continually move between the socio-political and the
changing symbolism of cultural meaning, through historical connections between people,
objects, features and events that converge to form places of environmental interaction. Each
experience or perception has arisen as a product of changed social circumstances, using
different ways of knowing, which emerged from varied cultural perception.
Ngunawal identity is about interacting with a combination of ancient and historical
environments, but as they are experienced in its present-day social and cultural context –
‘lived in our own time’. This has led me to recognise that the Ngunawal community, at one
level, is Ngunawal territory. Understanding the history of the HQJOC site in the context of
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Ngunawal ways of knowing is important in the socio-political concerns of the Ngunawal
community.
The Ngunawal survey team elaborated on this issue of Native Title one day during a lunch
break at the survey site. We were gathered around having a chat about the progress of
Ngunawal claims: one concerning land in NSW, the other, in the ACT.1 The HQJOC site is in
NSW, on land that is part of the Ngunawal Native Title claim that extends over the land
surrounding the ACT and is identified as Ngunawal territory. The team members said that one
of the things they were aiming to do was to achieve what they called ‘local’ Aboriginal
Australian representation on government committees and on the Land Council. Their point
was that local identity and knowledge was critical to the proper recognition of cultural places
and helped maintain continuing cultural connection to those places.
Don was proud that there were three generations of his family participating in their survey
team. He recognised that the survey work was an opportunity for the Ngunawal community to
teach their younger people. They also saw it as an opportunity to articulate knowledge of
traditional social and cultural connection with Ngunawal territory during the planning stages
of a place that will be permanently changed.
For my own part, I brought to the survey a familiarity with the neighbourhood of the HQJOC
site, if only through the colonial history I have absorbed over some years of researching
community history of the surrounding region. I have come to recognise that the experience of
what is below the surface of the land is undoubtedly as important as what is above it, as when
we found the frogs in the dried alluvium deposits. My conversations with my fellow survey
team members confirmed that my perception, like theirs, is inextricably mixed with the
experience of the past and present landscape as different levels of social and cultural meaning.
My understanding of the site deepened as I walked the land, and combined my experience of
the ecology and the historical landscape with the society and culture of the people I was
working with.
The land acquired for the HQJOC site was the northwest portion of the current ‘Woodlands’
property and is bounded on the north and the west by the ACT-NSW border, which follows
the Goulburn-Canberra railway line at this point. In the early stages of the survey only a

1

Apart from proof of cultural connection, the underlying legal argument would rest with land tenure. Butt (2005 (1996))
comprehensively discusses this subject. Reynolds (1987) also provides a thorough explanation of the legal background to
19th century land tenure as it relates to present-day Native Title claims.
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simple sign at a single gate off the highway marked the site, and a typical wire farm-fence
defined the boundaries. Access to the site meant waiting as a group to be escorted through a
series of locked farm gates, passing under the railway line, following dirt tracks along fence
lines to the open area in the centre of the site. This land, despite appearing not to be all that
rough, is better traversed on foot than by car. The site is located in the Kings Highway
corridor. Neighbouring properties include the Kowen Pine Forest, the Molonglo Radio
Observatory and the Carwoola rural community - a population of about a thousand people.
There were three family groups represented during the survey, people identifying with the
Ngunawal, the Ngarigo and Ngambri. The three groups were working with archaeologists to
identify areas of cultural significance before construction work began. The various teams
walked the entire survey area with the archaeologists, concentrating on a central zone
containing the sites of proposed buildings, roads and car parks. The survey process involved
walking the site, digging test pits at various locations, sieving the contents of each pit,
recording the artefacts found in the deposits and the appropriate excavation of identified sites
of interest. The protection of sites of particular cultural importance would be negotiated
within the limits allowed by the requirements of the construction plan.
Walking the site I noticed that the wind tended to blow unimpeded across these open
paddocks, with shelter being provided only in the lee of one or two low central knolls. The
central part of the site consisted of gently undulating grasslands, which were lightly timbered
on the outer, higher parts of the slopes. With the region in the midst of a long drought, there
was little water in the creeks and the grass was sparse and very short. The environment
beyond the northern boundary fences was mainly pine forest, with cleared farmland bounding
the remaining sides of the site.
The site is set in the gently undulating low land of an otherwise hilly rural landscape. The
environment became more rugged as the adjacent ranges extended to the southwest. While the
immediate environment was open pasture my surroundings had a somewhat secluded feel
about it. There were no long and expansive views beyond the immediate surrounding hills and
ridges. However, there was one dominating and picturesque vista towards Balcombe Hill,
which rises up some two kilometres away to the south. Dairy Station Creek flows through the
middle of the site roughly northeast to southwest in direction, eventually emptying into the
Molonglo River on the western side of Balcombe Hill.
The geology dates from the Silurian period, which is characterised by the transition from deep
oceans to relatively shallow basins and land platforms some 410-434 million years ago
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(Branagan & Packham 1992, vi & vii; Abell 1992). Sediments of limestone, shales, siltstones,
sandstones and volcanic material were deposited in the shallow waters of a large basin that
has recently been named the ‘Ngunawal basin’ (Bain, Wyborn, Henderson, Stuart-Smith,
Abell & Solomon 1987). This basin was eventually deformed by faulting and folding action
and weathered away to what is termed the Captains Flat Block. The Captains Flat Block is
bounded by a fault line along the Lake George Range, on the western side, and by a fault line
near the Turrallo Range and present-day Hoskinstown, on the east. Present-day Dairy Station
Creek has formed along the western edge of the remnants of the Ngunawal basin (Abell 1991,
pp44-46).
Dairy Station Creek, having largely dried up in the drought conditions, had left swampy pools
in a meandering channel. The walls of the creek were approximately one to two metres deep
in parts, with the channel passing through expansive areas of deep and sometimes rich alluvial
soil. The land formations suggested that the creek was once a broad slow-moving watercourse
or soak. This observation is consistent with early 19th century records describing the
watercourses of this part of the region as ‘chains of deep ponds’ (Waterhouse 1984, p83;
Dixon 1829 (a)). However, widespread felling of trees over the past one hundred and seventy
or so years led to accelerated channel erosion, washing away of topsoil and the accumulation
of sediment at the base of the slopes. The soil on either side of the creek was hard, dry, finegrained sediment with scattered loose surface rock and the occasional outcrop, mainly shale,
and various types of quartz material. Some of the sample plots dug during the survey
indicated areas of compacted fine sediment and river-worn stones, a metre and more below
the surface, overlaying orange coloured clay. This is where we found small frogs, alive, in the
dried-out alluvium deposits.
The only animals and birds (other than frogs) that I saw during my visits were the kangaroos
and the occasional eagle.
The remaining mature trees on the site suggested that the environment prior to pastoralist
activities was an open eucalypt forest. A stand of Brittle Gums was prominent among the
heavily wooded areas in the northeast corner of the site. Some scarred trees of cultural
significance were identified during the survey, including one heavily scarred Brittle Gum that
the Ngunawal team identified as a curse tree.
A large and fairly dense area of stone flake artefacts was exposed during the ripping process
for an experimental tree planting along the top of one of the slopes near the eastern boundary.
The archaeologists used the location of these artefacts to predict the location of potential
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artefact sites that may have still lain below the surface. This method did not prove to be very
effective so several test pits were dug at places determined using practical insights of the
various team members.
Surface scatters of stone artefacts, including flakes, hammerstones and a cooking stone, were
found while walking the site surrounding Dairy Station Creek during the early stages of the
survey. The thousands of flake tools that were ultimately found indicated that there had been a
significant amount of hunting and other domestic activities using stone flake tools. This
activity probably occurred within the boundaries of the survey site, or on the surrounding
slopes, the stone flakes being washed onto the site with shifting topsoil over time.
Near the centre of the survey site is a rock outcrop overlooking the creek as it meanders
towards the southern boundary, at the edge of a low, short spur where the land slopes away to
the south. The outcrop itself occupied a few square metres of area in total and was set in an
open position with only a scattering of a few old gum trees still providing a patchy shade
cover. The outcrop is a very hard volcanic intrusion called Dacite, brown on the surface but a
dull greenish grey colour deeper in. It appeared from the surrounding rock debris that people
preferred the inner greenish coloured material, meaning that it was probably of a better quality
for tool making. The large quantity of flaked material lying about showed that the tool grade
material was removed from the less desirable rock then broken down for tools.
Large flakes, some bigger than an outstretched hand, covered the entire top of the slope. In
one place a rock had been propped up as an anvil. A short distance away, a chunk of rock had
obviously been separated from the main seam to become a more mobile source to flake pieces
off. This core was about 30cm in length and 20cm across and had taken on an egg shape,
bearing many scars from removed flakes. As we moved further down the slope the flakes
became smaller but still remained a size not much smaller than the palm of my hand. It thus
appeared that only the initial stage of the tool making process occurred here. There was not
much evidence of any refining work having been done - no tiny flakes or small discarded
cores.
The quarried outcrop was one of a number found with signs of having been worked for toolgrade material. To find a stone quarry with such substantial signs of cultural activity
associated with it is relatively rare in this region. The Ngunawal team found this site during
the early stages of the survey and then proceeded to virtually cover one slope of the knoll with
red marker flags indicting the location of individual large stone flakes. A surveyor then
mapped each individual flag to help identify any patterns in distribution of the flakes.
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According to one of our archaeologists this quarry was in use for at least one generation but
further survey work needed to be done before it could be determined if it was used for longer
than that.
The small indications of red and yellow ochre in the deposits of some test holes added a
suggestion that the land, here or nearby, may have been used for ceremonial activity such as
corroborees, which required ochre body painting. The Ngunawal team also found several
burial sites that were officially acknowledged by the time the survey ended.
Accordingly, I was not surprised when I witnessed a level of connection deeper than simple
material value between the Ngunawal team and this quarry. My visit to the quarry followed an
invitation from Don. We drove up to the quarry from the north. My journal, written after my
day’s work, refers to what occurred:
Don said he would rest in the car while I had a look around. I joked that he just
wanted to have a sleep. I got out of the car and took a step or two towards the rock
outcrop. A large old gum tree was a few metres in front of me with a number of
branches standing up against one of the lower limbs like a lean-to. I made to walk
around the tree, but Don quickly warned me not to go the way I was heading. I
stopped abruptly and took a step back, wary that I may have missed something - a
snake perhaps? I asked Don what the problem was and he said that I should not walk
across the open end of the lean-to. The old man guardian of the quarry was there. I
paused for a moment. I had not felt anything untoward, but Don obviously had.
Perhaps his being older, and a man, had something to do with it. I uttered some quiet
words of respect and approached the quarry from the other side of the tree.
As I walked over the knoll I noticed that some areas, despite appearing to be ‘empty’
and free of stones, had a strong sense of presence about them. I began to take in a
little more closely what was around the site. The ground had a gentle slope to the
south with a southerly view towards Balcombe Hill. Several metres to the west of the
outcrop there was a circular flat area. I also noticed that on one area of the slope
some of the stones were partly embedded in the soil and grass and appeared to form
short lines and curves. Were they placed stones or were they the result of the
movement of livestock and other farming activities over the years? With the rich
food supply associated with the early watercourses and a crossing nearby, was the
presence of the quarry another reason for people to come to the area and congregate?
After a little while I decided to return to the car. Don was there sitting quietly in the
front seat. I continued my earlier joke and asked him if he had had a good sleep, but
he answered quite seriously, ‘I couldn’t sleep in this place.’ Don’s comments and his
seriousness caused me to become mindful that the quarry and its outlook had active
meaning and that this meaning was not locked in the past.

THE VIEW THAT SPACES ARE NOT EMPTY PLACES
A focus on the economic rationale of land use is materialistic. It provides an imbalanced
perspective of the traditional social and cultural activities of Aboriginal Australians and the
meaning of their relationship to the land. An economic rationale generally concentrates on the
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analysis of artefacts. Artefacts are counted and measured, their material noted, and their
distribution mapped for spatial patterning, and for stylistic and statistical analysis. The
interpretation of the site, both spatially and temporally, is governed by the distribution of
objects in relation to each other and to other features of economic relevance such as the
location of water, food resources, and pathways, and where source and subsequent trading
distribution patterns can be traced. In materialistic terms the space between the objects, the
space where the artefacts are not, is perceived as empty.
However, as my story of Ngunawal territory explains, and events at the quarry confirm, the
space between the objects is anything but empty. My walks with Don and Ruth elsewhere in
Ngunawal territory also showed me that some of the trees that were considered most
significant did not have an archaeologically relevant mark on them. During a survey of a
different site, near Marulan, our team again found a culturally significant scarred tree and a
stone arrangement associated with a burial site, some distance away from (that is, in the space
between) stone artefact scatters.
The Marulan survey used a transect methodology which involved walking lines drawn across
a defined area to form cross-sections of locations within predetermined boundaries and
contours. An economic model was used to predict artefact location on the basis of distance
from a water source. This method is efficient at finding stone tools while covering a large area
quickly but tends to ignore the places where stone tools are not to be found in any quantity. It
also fails to acknowledge the cultural significance of the space between the locations of stone
artefacts and of a significant vista or distant landscape features outside of the transect
boundaries. This approach leaves meaning tied to a colonised perception of land as an
enclosed space of economic values that are archaeologically verifiable.
Knowledge of the intangible aspects of ecological identification is dependent largely on what
can be obtained ethnographically by walking in the landscape, focusing on an interaction of
the personal and environmental aspects of the relationship, and allowing these aspects to
interact with whatever has been historically recorded. I cannot help but recognise the
importance of the placement of artefacts within a vertical and horizontal grid measure of time
and space. Both above and below the surface are important in determining patterns of where
and in what order things happened. However, O’Connell (1987) challenges inferences based
on the starting assumption that objects found together, in an archaeological context, were used
together in the same activity in the past. He uses the practical behavioural determinants and
site structures of present-day communities to decide which artefacts to associate with others

262

and on what spatial scale (O’Connell 1987, pp105-106). Likewise, it is the interaction
between people, the land and its waters that provides me with a glimpse of why the artefacts
are where they are.
I remember speaking to Dr Josephine Flood at a conference, some years ago, about
archaeological sites. She said that sites should be considered in terms of why they are located
where they are. Answering that question, of course, requires the movement of focus from the
objects themselves to the environment in which they are found. In Flood’s case she was trying
to interpret a rock shelter site at Birrigai in the Namadgi National Park that dated to some
21,000 years, the oldest site of human occupation recorded in the ACT. At the time of its
discovery there were plenty of possums in the trees around the rock shelter, but 21,000 years
ago the environment was treeless plains with no possums, no substantial food resources. So
the question presented itself: what were people doing around the rock shelter, 700 metres
above present-day sea level, 21,000 years ago (Flood, D. pers. comm. 6 December 2003)?
While human occupation of the HQJOC site may not be in evidence to 21,000 years, the
question of what people were doing there still applies.
Adapting the archaeological approach to the ethnographic landscape, there will be variation of
environment and activity from place to place and from time to time (Dincauze 2000). To
understand the pattern of activity and to better interpret the values of the present-day
community, it will be important to record geomorphology, remnant vegetation, fauna, local
climate conditions and water drainage at each site or immediate surrounding environment, in
relation to both their social and cultural contexts. However, to understand the significance of a
place in Ngunawal territory is to perceive it as part of a network of places in an ecological and
physiological system. This system unites both present-day and ancient environments through
social and cultural connections. The depth of social and cultural connection of Ngunawal
people to the land and its waters over time runs as deep as their spiritual connection to
geomorphic changes that have resulted in the present-day water catchment basins of the
Canberra, Yass, Bungendore and Molonglo Plains. The connections that I make between the
ancient past and the present day are clearer when it is understood that a dividing range once
separated the headwaters of the present-day Murrumbidgee River from the present-day Snowy
River system (see Figure 25).
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Figure 25 Past and present-day landscapes (after Taylor 1914).

The ancient Murrumbidgee River had its source in the catchments of what are now called the Queanbeyan and
Molonglo Rivers. These were then added to, further downstream, by the ancient Yass River that flowed from the
east. This meant that the headwaters of the Murrumbidgee flowed from the southeast, rather than flowing in a
south-north direction before turning westwards near Yass as the river does today. Seismic action caused an
escarpment to form in the west, perpendicular to the ancient divide. The current form of the upper
Murrumbidgee arose when water incised the ancient divide near the present-day village of Tharwa (at Mount
Tennant) and then flowed northward beside the new escarpment.
The ancient Yass River began in the creeks that flowed across the present Bungendore Plains and met the
ancient Murrumbidgee at about where it does today. The same seismic action as occurred in the west caused an
escarpment to form in the east along a fault line that crossed both the Yass and Molonglo Rivers. The ancient
Molonglo River, which followed a course much like the current one, was able to incise the escarpment as it
formed (thus creating Molonglo Gorge) but the Yass River could not. Thus the headwaters of the ancient Yass
were cut off, Lake George was formed (Taylor 1914, p539) and the Yass River began to flow from the ridges
further south and west, closer to the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers
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The extensive ancient Murrumbidgee corridor provides a pathway across Ngunawal territory
for Ngunawal people to meet the people from the coast. The ancient Yass River connects
Ngunawal people to the important Dreaming place of Lake George, and is perceived by them
to be a sacred pathway. When Don told me that Ngunawal people used to walk from the Yass
region in the west, along the ‘old’ Yass River, I recognised that there are two watered routes,
with different levels of meaning, on the pathway between east and west – the Molonglo and
the Yass Rivers.
While the ancient course of the Yass River is associated with the sacred place of Lake
George, at a more mundane level the movement of people is associated with the Molonglo
River and the present-day Yass River headwaters. Both the Molonglo and (present-day) Yass
Rivers lead people to the large meeting places where the Molonglo joins the Queanbeyan
River. This would have supported a safe and respectful separation of people once permission
was given for them to move across Ngunawal land.
Having recognised that the HQJOC site is located within this larger ancient Murrumbidgee
corridor, the environment around me gave the impression that the site was also part of a
smaller pathway that followed a small dried-up marshy watercourse. Part of the creek in the
lower areas of the site still bears some of the qualities typical of the watercourses in the low
land of the surrounding area, the Molonglo River included. The gentle slopes we were
walking are the bases of spurs leading up to a series of ridges and short ranges, a variation in
elevation from 740 metres to 915 metres. People once used these landform features as ramps
leading up to raised pedestrian pathways across the landscape, with the watercourses
providing water and food resources (Tindale 1974, pp7, 114; Flood 1980). This particular
high ground runs in a north-south direction from Lake George to the Tinderry Mountains near
Michelago. It separates the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers and forms the western
boundary of the Bungendore and Molonglo Plains (Figure 26).

265

Figure 26 High ground linking different parts of the region surrounding the HQJOC site (after
Taylor 1914).

The large hill dominating the view beyond the southern boundary of the HQJOC site,
Balcombe Hill, flags the location of one of the earliest reliable crossings of the Molonglo
River known to colonists in this part of the region (Dixon 1829 (b)). In the 1820s and 1830s
movement from place to place was dependent on local knowledge of passages through
mountain ranges and river corridors. Balcombe Hill was a significant landmark. Given both
the natural contours and the tendency for early colonial tracks and crossings to follow
previous Aboriginal Australian pathways it is probably safe to say that the colonists’ crossing
at Balcombe Hill would have been a reliable crossing for Aboriginal Australian people in
recent pre-colonial times also. The waters flowing through the HQJOC site, Dairy Station
Creek, flowed around the west side of Balcombe Hill to meet the Molonglo River, so the track
that people created, avoiding potentially boggy conditions, went around the eastern side
(Figure 26).

266

THE CHANGING SOCIO-CULTURAL LANDSCAPE
I have introduced the idea that the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape is a large pathway
shaped by water and seismic action, recognising the geomorphology of the ancient landscape.
I will now apply the connections that I have established to the smaller pathways of a more
recent historical landscape that exists within the larger ancient one. To do this I provide a
documented first-hand glimpse of the pre-urbanised environment through the experiences of
one of the earliest colonial settlers of the region, in occupying and moving about the
Bungendore - Molonglo neighbourhood via the crossing at Balcombe’s Hill. It presents a look
at the land surrounding the present-day HQJOC site during early stages of colonisation.
The colonists perceived the land as being in a ‘natural’ state, ignoring or just not seeing any
signs of cultural change that may have taken place during traditional Aboriginal Australian
management of the land. It was a time before fences cut the environment to enclose land with
good access to water. Grants of land tenure brought a strong sense of ownership and the right
to control and exploit the land to the exclusion of others. Land with good permanent water
brought with it the power to raise crops and run large numbers of livestock. In a developing
agricultural economy, this also led to the power to influence others.
Waterhouse (1984) has transcribed a journal that belonged to Edward John Eyre, recording a
period when the first permanent colonial settlers were establishing themselves in the region.2
Eyre’s written descriptions of his experiences are important because they provide a clue to
what was still going on in Aboriginal Australian society, albeit under changed circumstances
and from a colonist’s perspective.
The journal indicates the people who were moving about the immediate environment and the
cultural activities in which they were involved. The description also provides an idea of the
climate and weather conditions of the time and the type and abundance of vegetation and
animal life in the immediate area. It was a time before fences artificially divided the
landscape, so it is possible to get an idea of the routes people used, moving about following
the contours of the land. Eyre is known to have had very good relations with Aboriginal
Australian people during his overlanding and exploratory journeys, far better than many of his
contemporaries. He recorded that he had a number of close Aboriginal Australian
companions, socially and as guides during his travels, including one who came from

2

Edward John Eyre was one of the early colonial explorers and overlanders of the Australian inland.
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Ngunawal territory at nearby Gundaroo (Waterhouse 1984, pxxv).
Even by the mid 1830s when Eyre’s journal was written, just ten years after the first colonists
entered the region, the lives of Aboriginal Australian people had already been severely
disrupted through introduced disease, dispossession, depleted food resources or conflict. The
first Government blanket distributions to the surviving Aboriginal Australians began in this
region in June 1834 at ‘Jane Vale’3 at Tuggeranong in the Canberra district and at ‘Strathalan’
in the Braidwood district. Queanbeyan, Braidwood and Yass later became the main
distribution centres of the region (Gillespie 1984, p37). These annual distributions would
draw groups of people, sometimes from other ‘tribal’ lands, to prescribed locations at
designated times. The coming together of the different groups would sometimes provide an
opportunity for a corroboree. The last corroborees associated with the blanket distributions of
the Queanbeyan district were recorded in the 1860s. Groups of people tended to congregate
around the properties of sympathetic settlers to take advantage of a place to camp and access
to alcohol, tobacco and good food resources and because these early landholders were quite
often occupying favoured traditional camping places (Williams 1997, p1; Gillespie 1984,
pp37-41).4
Eyre first saw his new land grant in March 1834, naming it ‘Woodlands’ (Waterhouse 1984,
p63). The HQJOC site is situated on a property named ‘Woodlands’ also, but it is not that of
Eyre. Eyre’s property is actually two or three kilometres south of the HQJOC site, on the
southern side of Balcombe Hill and a little southwest of the crossing, on the opposite side of
the Molonglo River. Eyre’s ‘Woodlands’ was later renamed ‘Carwoola’ by the Rutledge
family who were subsequent owners; the precise location of the original homestead is now
unknown (Waterhouse J. pers. comm. 9 April 2006). Eyre described his ‘Woodlands’ as being
at ‘Molonglo Plains’ (the location name used prior to the development of any substantial
villages and towns in this particular part of the region). The property, totalling 2560 acres
(1024 hectares) (Waterhouse 1984, pp84-85), was made up of 400 acres (160 hectares) of
‘open plain of rich alluvial soil,’ about 400 acres of ‘open undulating forest’, and the rest was
‘hilly but well timbered land’ (Waterhouse 1984, p63).
According to Eyre, ‘there was nothing done, all was in a state of nature, but certainly very
pretty and picturesque’. Two days after his arrival Eyre began cutting down trees and

3
4

‘Jane Vale’ was renamed ‘Waniassa’ and later ‘Tuggeranong’ (present-day Tuggeranong Homestead).
Ginninderra, Pialligo (Duntroon), Acton are a few cases in point.
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preparing them for the construction of a slab house in which to live. Thirty-six days later, with
the assistance of his three labourers, he had completed his house, which he boasted had a
‘thatched roof [and was], fitted with doors and window shutters, for we had no windows yet’
(Waterhouse 1984, p63).
With the winter on its way Eyre complained that the weather of the region ‘was sometimes
bitterly cold.’ He also commented that he was often delayed in his work because he had to
search for his wandering horse and oxen, having no fenced paddocks to put them in
(Waterhouse 1984, p64). However he still found time to relax at night by reading the classics
and writing (Waterhouse 1984, p82).
Eyre’s description of his hunting activities provides some indication of the richness of
wildlife that inhabited the vicinity as well as showing that he was on good social terms with
Aboriginal Australian people who obviously still hunted in the area. He wrote that he would
visit his neighbours, sometimes forming shooting parties:
for snipe, duck, quail and pigeons abounded in the neighbourhood. Sometimes I
went with blacks to shoot opossums and flying squirrels by moonlight for the sake
of the fur which (especially the squirrel) was fine, soft and warm (Waterhouse 1984,
p82).

At other times Eyre sat up at night ‘watching for native dogs, of which I killed some very
large ones.’ He shot large eagles and at times ‘platipi which frequented the neighbouring
streams’ and caught Murray Cod which were ‘common in all the streams running westward’
(Waterhouse 1984, p82).
Eyre provides a rare description of local Aboriginal Australian cultural activity that, along
with evidence of the obviously plentiful food and water supply, supports the suggestion that
the present HQJOC site is situated in the vicinity of what had been a popular thoroughfare.
He wrote:
we often had a good many blacks encamped in the neighbourhood and occasionally
on the meeting of several tribes they indulged in their favourite ‘corrobbery’
(Waterhouse 1984, p89).

This corroboree also suggests that, somewhere close by in that environment, there were still
cultural rituals occurring and, perhaps, a bora ground still in existence.
Eyre also wrote that sometimes the people who were not dancing would sit in a semicircle
facing ‘any low green, smooth spot of ground.’ Showing that there was still the need for a
space of respectful separation, each group would sit apart from another with a ‘few bushes
forming a sort of division between it and the adjoining ones’ (Waterhouse 1984, p89).
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The male dancers were all highly ornamented with white and red paint in various
patterns and designs, some of which were very hideous, and on their [heads] they
wore cockatoo feathers. The women danced with their fur cloaks on and a kind of
wreath round their [heads] of white feathers, with some longer ones sticking up in
front like horns. There were 40 men and 16 women – the latter did not dance
amongst or with the men but formed two parties of eight each, one party dancing at
either extremity of the line of men and at proper times they crossed over behind the
men and changed places with each other. Both men and women bang and beat time
with sticks or with their hands – other musicians sat on the ground near the dancers
beating skin cloaks folded tightly up and accompanying with their voices, so that
there was no lack of spirit stirring sounds. When one party had exhibited another
tribe would sometimes retire to paint and decorate, and thus they kept up their balls
thro’ the great part of the night (Waterhouse 1984, p89).5

Eyre gives no indication of which people were represented at this corroboree or what
prompted it. However, newspapers of the 1860s reported that the various groups gathering in
the Queanbeyan district were displaced and living under very disrupted social conditions. On
such an occasion, probably prompted by the timing of blanket distributions, the reports state
that the gathering groups included people from Braidwood, Yass and Bland Plains (Williams
1997, p1).6
On one excursion to find suitable land for grazing stock Eyre made his way through the
ranges on the western boundary of his property to the Burra, a creek that runs into the
Queanbeyan River. Here he explored the marble arch that forms a natural land bridge over the
creek and attempted unsuccessfully to explore the many caves in the vicinity. One of these
caves was an Aboriginal burial chamber and was described in another historical account as
being ‘a veritable catacomb on a small scale’ where ‘many hundreds of human bones,
including skulls, centuries old’ were found (Gale 1991 (1927), p60). This means that the
location was sacred to Aboriginal Australian people of the day and would continue to be so in
the present day. These caves are some 12 kilometres from Eyre’s ‘Woodlands’. They are on
the route between the Molonglo Plains and the Tinderry Mountains and Michelago.
Aboriginal Australian informants showed that route to the explorer Captain John Currie in
1823 (Figures 21 and 26).7

5

I have inserted the word ‘heads’ to replace two instances of the word ‘hands’ in the original transcription of Eyre’s journal
following a conversation with Ms Waterhouse who, after a number of years reflection, decided that she had misinterpreted
Eyre’s handwriting in those instances.
6
The Bland Plains tribes were from Wirradjuri territory.
7
An extract from Currie’s journal and a copy of the map of his journey is published in Gale (1927). One pathway that was
shown to early colonial explorers was later used as the first road south to the Cooma region. This route passed through Lobbs
Hole near Michelago - refer to Moore (1981, p6) and later documented in an unpublished manuscript by Errol Lea-Scarlett.
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On another occasion when Eyre was returning through the Michelago Plains from another
excursion he followed a route that took him over the summit of the Tinderry Mountains back
to ‘Woodlands’. Eyre describes the view from the summit as ‘very fine and extensive.’
Limestone Plains, Molonglo Plains, Bungendore Plains, Miccelligo [Michellago]
Plains, part of the Menero Plains [Cooma region] and the majestic snowy mountains
or ‘Australian Alps’ with their eternally snowcapped summits rising far above any
of the other ranges, were all visible (Waterhouse 1984, p92).

Such extensive and comprehensive views were as important to colonial shepherds and
overlanders, like Eyre, as they were to Aboriginal Australian groups travelling from place to
place. On a practical level smoke was used to send signals to distant outposts or a watch was
kept for the smoke of campfires of other groups passing through the region. On a more
intangible aesthetic and spiritual level, the picturesque qualities of the mountains could be
admired or the views could also be a way of establishing a visual link to distant Dreaming
trails and other significant places.
The Tinderry Mountains, with their distinctive twin peaks and their extensive outlook to
distant places would almost certainly have been a significant cultural place in their own right.
Also being on the migration path of the Bogong moth (a rich food resource, unique to ranges
of the Snowy Mountains region) makes the pathways to the Tinderry Mountains important to
the Ngunawal people locally and in the wider Aboriginal Australian cultural network
generally (Flood 1996, pp12-17). In the other direction from the Tinderry Mountains, at the
other end of the pathway along the ridgeline, via the crossing at Balcombe’s Hill, are Lake
George and its tributary creeks and pathways (Figure 26). The HQJOC site would be a
convenient source of a reliable food and water supply and tool grade stone, about half way
along the pathway between Lake George and the Tinderry Mountains and close to a good
river crossing.
So why would people be moving between Lake George and the Tinderry mountains? In the
warm season, at least, people were probably following the seasonal food resource of Bogong
moths. Flood (1976, 1980, 1996) has written extensively on this aspect of the highlands
region. There were major movements of people connected with large Bogong moth feasts.
People would converge on the highlands of the Snowy Mountains region after travelling to
the central meeting places in Ngunawal territory, including the Yass, Canberra-Queanbeyan,
and Braidwood areas, and from the south coast, and the Gippsland. They would move along
the ranges and ridges adjacent to the present-day Murrumbidgee, Molonglo, Queanbeyan,
Goodradigbee and Tumut Rivers into the higher ranges that are within the migration path of
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the Bogong moths (Flood 1976, pp41, 45).8 They could keep a respectful distance from other
groups and tribes yet all of the groups would have, in different ways, an ecological
identification with the region. Sometimes different groups would use the opportunity to meet
for pre-arranged battles, or for corroborees and other ceremonial activities such as initiations.
Tribal laws and rites were observed as people proceeded to designated places to collect the
moths (Flood 1976, p43).
DIFFERENT LEVELS OF MEANING
I have tried to explain Ngunawal territory as places connected by a network of pathways that
function through the different levels of a shared ecological identification. Cultural features
and objects like those identified at the HQJOC site can be used in modelling the movement of
people of the past. They also provide material evidence of continuous connection, over time,
to a place. Finding evidence of cultural significance is useful in maximising heritage
conservation during the construction of the HQJOC but, on another level, that evidence is
supporting a claim of social and cultural identity through Native Title. In relation to the
narrative that I present, the artefacts found on the HQJOC site provide material evidence that
Aboriginal Australian people passed through the site, although when they did, and why, is
still open to question and research.
The challenge to prove, by material means, the cultural connection of Aboriginal Australians
to the pre-colonial Australian environment is never very distant. As one of our archaeologists
concluded after a discussion with the Ngunawal team about a particular stone flake artefact
they had just found: ‘your ancestors have definitely been here.’ The finding of stone flake
artefacts suggests that there was some degree of hunting and food preparation activity,
probably associated with nearby camps. The location of stone quarries a few kilometres from
a river crossing provides a further reason for groups to call by the area. A corroboree having
been held in the neighbourhood means that there may be a bora ground located in the near
vicinity, which adds significance to the small balls of ochre that were found by the survey test
holes. There are burial sites and nearby pathways to special places, which are still spiritually
relevant to the present-day community. However, neither artefacts or landforms, nor the
landscape vista alone, can tell us about the intangible aspects of cultural connection, the

8

These ranges included the Bogong Range near Tumut, the main range of the Snowy Mountains, the highlands of northern
Victoria, the highlands around Mt Gingera and the Tinderry Mountains.
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perceived structure of a place, why a site is where it is and its expanse, or about what people
feel and see in the socio-cultural landscape.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 7.1
I perceive landform features as simultaneously natural and cultural. The space that is between,
within and around the artefacts is interactive, in no way empty of meaning. Ngunawal people
are part of a living history that links the symbolism of ancient geomorphology to present-day
experience. I have used a spatial narrative to demonstrate how my interaction with the
present-day Ngunawal community is juxtaposed with a sense of place in the history of the
land, its waters and its people. In doing so I recognise that what was a social interaction of
people with their environment in the past becomes culturally significant in the present.
An awareness of socio-political implications and the changing symbolism of cultural meaning
is experienced in the context of the historical connections between people and the concepts,
objects, features and events that converge to form places of environmental interaction. Such a
convergence defines the socio-cultural landscape as a living history. Ngunawal identity is
about present-day interaction with ancient and historical environments - the socio-cultural
landscape ‘lived in our own time’. My understanding of a site deepens as I walk the land, and
as I combine my experience of ecology and the historical landscape with the society and
culture of the people I am working with. Traditional cultural sites have active meaning
beyond material value and the experience of that meaning is not locked in the past. Such sites
confirm that the space between the objects is anything but empty.
Knowledge of the intangible aspects of ecological identification is dependent on what can be
gained ethnographically - by walking the landscape, focusing on the personal and the
environmental aspects of the relationship, and allowing these aspects to interact with whatever
has been historically recorded. Inferences based on the assumption that objects found
together, in an archaeological context, were used together in the same activity in the past
cannot be relied on. Practical knowledge of present-day communities is needed to understand
the pattern of association and how broadly this pattern extends. Likewise, the personal and
environmental interaction between people, the land and its waters provides a glimpse of why
the artefacts are where they are.
Knowledge of the ancient and the more recent historical landscape is integral to recognising
the connection of places across Ngunawal territory as it is experienced in the present.
However, knowledge about the intangible aspects of cultural connection, the perceived
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structure of a place, why a site is where it is and its expanse, or about what people feel and see
in the socio-cultural landscape does not depend on material evidence. The next chapter
focuses once again on my transdisciplinary approach, further developing my understanding of
the interaction of the physical and metaphorical dimensions in defining territory. In Chapter
7.2 I walk unguided along the physical and metaphorical pathways I began to recognise in
Chapter 6 and Chapter 7.1; expanding on the signals and symbols of my spatial narrative,
similar to a storied-line, as I explore the permeability of boundaries of an ecological context.
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CHAPTER 7.2
EXEGESIS 4: AN UNGUIDED EXEGESIS
What line and space (in an ecological context) mean on the ground - where people walk,
gain knowledge, and, through familiarity, find meaning in the land - depends on
recognising cultural differences in the emphasis placed on the permeability of boundaries
between mind, body and environment.
In this chapter I present an unguided exegesis in which I take the first unaccompanied
steps along physical and metaphorical pathways I am beginning to recognise. I explore
the permeability of boundaries of an ecological context, building on the methods and
guided understanding reflected upon in Chapter 7.1. I further develop my discussion of an
ecological frontier in the context of Ngunawal territory in terms of:
•

a storied line of connection – frontiers and boundaries

•

renewing a connection with the ancient waters

•

the frontier lands between the mountains and the sea

•

a symbolic landscape

•

the coastal and inland divide.

A STORIED LINE OF CONNECTION – FRONTIERS AND BOUNDARIES
In the previous chapter I introduced Ngunawal territory in terms of a mind-map of places in
the ancient Murrumbidgee River corridor. I presented the idea that Ngunawal territory is
experienced as connected places on a pathway between the inland and the coast and the
highlands of the snow country. The waters sculpted the faults and folds of mountain ranges
and the valleys, exposed and eroded the rocks and dispersed the soils into the landscape.
Water was the difference between life and death. It was the means of survival of the plants,
animals and the people that inhabited ancient and historical landscapes. The waters carved
and supplied the pathways that people and animals travelled and influenced where they slept.
At the same time, the waters created both permeable and impermeable barriers that acted as
boundaries to the movement of people and communication. The ancient stream of water, far
more extensive than present-day streams, connected different places in the landscape along its
course and shaped the features of places of special attachment along the way.
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This chapter maps the physical and conceptual line of travel that I take through the eastern
portion of this landscape as a storied line similar to the way (discussed previously) that some
traditional Aboriginal Australians define territory. I use this eastern portion, because it very
vividly illustrates the transitional nature of frontier lands between the highlands of the snow
country, the inland and the coast.
Maps of territory delineated and enclosed by fences and lines arrived with the colonists. The
idea that land was an empty limitless space, terra nullius, to be enclosed and subdued,
delineated by imposed lines on a map, was alien to Aboriginal Australian culture, and was a
historical truth that has since been overturned. Arthur (2003) refers to boundaries in this sense
of the word as ‘lines of knowing’:
The ‘boundary line’ is significant because the landscape otherwise gives no clues, no
reference points in relation to European settlement. It must have meaning drawn
upon it, it has to be made into a map, read from the map to the land, because
meaning comes from outside. In a country long inhabited by a particular culture,
there are many kinds of boundaries, because there is a history of knowledge and
many layers of meaning. In the emptied landscape the new line is the boundary,
drawn on the map and at the same time on the lands (Arthur 2003, p67).

In developing my own sense of place in Ngunawal territory I start from the premise that
territory is not enclosed with impervious boundary lines. Instead, territories are connected
lines of ecological frontier lands. Previously, I discussed this assumption through the work of
Tindale (1974, 1976). I also said that what line and space, in an ecological context, mean on
the ground - where people walk, gain knowledge and, through familiarity, find meaning in the
land - depends on recognising cultural differences in the emphasis placed on the interaction of
personal and environmental space. Differences in the perceived permeability of boundaries
between mind, body and environment are a key factor in this varying emphasis. In this
chapter I further develop my understanding of the different emphasis I perceive, between
Ngunawal culture and my own, through my interpretation of the concepts of line and space as
an ecological frontier. I do so now without the guidance of the Ngunawal Elders.
As a critically aware researcher of Ngunawal culture, I have a responsibility to recognise
differences in the notions of territory and the perception of boundary, line and space in our
respective cultures. I must shift my focus from the present-day emphasis on the written and
spoken word of historical time, the notion of enclosed space and the indelible line of colonial
material culture.
A researcher of colonial built culture in Australia reads different meanings into a landscape of
the 20th and 21st century compared to a landscape of the 18th and 19th century; let alone a
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socio-cultural landscape thousands of years old and constructed by a different society. In the
research of communities anywhere, crossing through different timeframes while working
within one community is not uncommon. In any socio-cultural landscape there will always be
remnant layers of the past imbedded in the meaning of a present-day landscape.
Archaeologists and historians deal with temporally stratified landscapes all the time. For
researchers to read meaning into the experience of such landscapes they must be able to adapt
to different ways of knowing.
However, ecological connections and discontinuity in an open, culturally symbolic space are
difficult to ‘prove’ when there is no clearly defined linear connection. It is the apparent lack
of connection that encourages me to continue to use visual and written narratives to map my
own assumptions and the connections that I make as I walk in Ngunawal territory. My own
story is about the line of travel that I take through the landscape, creating a storied line or a
type of mind-map of lived ecological identification. I build on what I know of how others
moved through the landscape before me, to allow a practical logic to emerge.
My primary assumption is that Ngunawal territory is a place of perceived safety, defined by
frontier lands while, itself, being a space of transition, a frontier between the mountains and
the sea.1
Using a storied line of my own experience enables me to interact with Ngunawal ways of
knowing while holding a respectful distance from intrusion into the Ngunawal community
and their culture. I physically and metaphorically move through the landscape to develop
familiarity, to begin to identify with my immediate surroundings within that landscape, form
attachments and give embodiment to the connections that I form with the land and its waters.
The spatial narrative of my storied line gradually reveals the sources of personal interaction
with my environment that are often subjugated in evidence-based research inquiry. At the
same time, I use the dual perspectives of personal and researcher to validate my assumptions
against geomorphologic certainty.
Ancient (ie. pre-colonial) territorial boundaries may correspond with geographical features
(Tindale 1974, p129), but these lines should not be confused with lines of ritual or spiritual
significance (Parkes June 4 1952, p4). When Tindale describes the location of Ngunawal

1

Here I must acknowledge some influence from Dunker (2006)– ‘He had been searching for the great white owl on the
frontier between the mountains and the sea (Dunker 2006, p166).’ – the space where he (a character in Dunker’s novel) felt
safe (Dunker, P. pers. comm.).
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territory as being ‘Queanbeyan to Yass, Tumut to Boorowa, and east to beyond Goulburn; On
the highlands west of the Shoalhaven River’ (Tindale 1974, p198), he is referring to places
that were perceptible in 1974 but evolved out of an environment that combines the creation
stories of many landscapes of transformation (Tindale 1976, p26).
Tindale appears to have assumed that Ngunawal territory roughly coincides with the outer
limits of the eastern and western edge of the relevant tablelands (Parkes 7 May 1952, p1).
Don and Ruth explained to me that the western limits do not extend as far as Tumut and
Boorowa, that the land is different there. Perhaps Tindale means the ranges to the east of
Tumut and southeast of Boorowa. This would be consistent with Flood’s (1976, pp6, 7)
review of references to the boundary between Wirradjuri tribes (inland NSW) and those of the
southern tablelands as being at the base of the western slopes between Gundagai and Wagga.
RENEWING A CONNECTION WITH THE ANCIENT WATERS
Being part of the southern tablelands, Ngunawal territory separates the people of the western
plains of NSW from the people of the east coast and also adjoins the highlands and foothills
of the Snowy Mountains ranges. I thus perceive Ngunawal territory to be a generally
transitional space between different ecological systems. In the space between the frontiers that
edge these different systems are at least three main meeting places that are part of an ancient
pathway along which Ngunawal people met with neighbouring groups.
One place is west of Lake George and surrounds the junction of the present-day Yass and
Murrumbidgee Rivers. A second is to the southwest of the lake, at the place surrounding the
junction of the Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers. The third and most easterly of the places is
where the Shoalhaven River flows across the lower and relatively open tablelands of the
Braidwood region before dropping over the coastal escarpment (Figure 26 in Chapter 7.1).
Each of these meeting places is where watercourses and pathways converge from different
neighbouring lands. Each place provided safely separated passage and shelter for each group
on relatively hospitable undulating ridges and spurs overlooking food-rich and well-watered
plains.
As I have already discussed, the Ngunawal people travelled between the three of these
meeting places along the corridor of the ancient Yass River that, in turn, was part of a larger
pathway that crosses Ngunawal territory. This pathway incorporates the headwaters of the
ancient Yass and the ancient Murrumbidgee Rivers that flowed from the east, to cross the
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western frontier of Ngunawal territory and enter the inland beyond the tablelands millions of
years ago.
In ancient times the course of the Murrumbidgee River was not narrow and deeply incised as
it is today. Instead, the ancient Murrumbidgee, at high water mark, expanded in places to
many kilometres in width, extensively transforming the margins of its influence. The river
channel was straighter, wider and shallower than it is today, forming large lakes along its
course. During the Pleistocene (1.8 million – 10,000 years ago, which overlaps the time of
human occupation of this region), large lakes formed at present-day Lake George and at their
highest, covered the present-day Canberra and Tuggeranong Plains and the Foxlow-Carwoola
Valley of the Molonglo Plains (Binns 1938, Figure 1 and p117). The headwaters of the
ancient Murrumbidgee River began at a fork in the ranges where the Great Dividing Range
branched from the Ancient Divide (Figure 25 in Chapter 7.1) (Taylor 1914, p539). This fork
in the ranges was about where the Tinderry Range and the Gourock Range meet the Great
Dividing Range in the present day. The ancient Murrumbidgee headwaters flowed generally
along the route of the present-day Queanbeyan and Molonglo Rivers that begin their courses
on the slopes of the Tinderry and the Gourock Ranges.
Although the ancient Murrumbidgee River began further south than the ancient Yass River
the ranges that surrounded them linked the two catchments. I described the flow of the ancient
Murrumbidgee in Chapter 7.1. The point is that the ancient Murrumbidgee cannot be defined
as one single line of water that flows across Ngunawal territory, or, in fact, as any visible
water at all. Nor can it be confined to one period of time.
However, as a researcher working in the present day, the appearance of the river as I see it
flowing as a narrow stream under the Tharwa Bridge influences my perception of the ancient
waters. The boundary of the river is clearly defined by the raised terraces of the eroded
riverbanks and the sandy beaches on either side of a watery line. What happens when I define
the river using more than one boundary? The low ridges and hills of central Canberra are
remnants of the old river system. When Canberra was being built, a small sandy hill was
removed from in front of present-day Parliament House and the removed sand used in many
of the buildings of the new city (Gugler, A. pers. comm. December 2007).2 In the botanical
gardens below Black Mountain there is an exposure of fanglomerate rock (Henderson &

2

The map inside the front cover of Gugler (1997) shows the landscape pre Canberra construction era.
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Strusz 1982, p16).3 Waters more substantial than those that flow today deposited both the
sand and the fanglomerate rock, in vastly different environmental conditions. The surrounding
hills are resistant rock standing proud of a weathered plain. Lake Burley Griffin covers the
floodplain of the modern Molonglo River - or is it a low water level of the ancient
Murrumbidgee?
Water catchments are clearly influential in the behaviour of people in the landscape, be it
where they travel, where they camp, where they build a town or a city or how they manage
food resources. Traditional Aboriginal Australian territories and economies, as in the present
day, centred on water catchment, land use and rich food resources (Tindale 1976, p12; Flood
1976, pp38, 40). In traditional Aboriginal Australian culture there was no central ‘capital’, ‘no
centre or cultural superstructure’ (Muecke 1999, p131).
The notion of spatial definition is immediately politicised in the present day by Native Title
claims and complicated by the fact that traditional places were, in fact, part of a shared space
that stretched across the entire continent. Problems with territorial definition arise from trying
to use one boundary line to define complex interrelationships as one enclosed area to suit
colonial concepts of territory. ‘Few if any social boundaries mark absolute discontinuities’
(Peterson 1976 (a), p7). Stanner (quoted in Peterson 1976 (a)) suggests that there are at least
two sorts of boundaries. One is a creative product that exists in the minds of people. The other
is ‘based on land use in relation to food quest’ (Peterson 1976 (a), p8). History and
demographics in Aboriginal Australian culture generally were understood in terms of space,
which is measured by distance from kin and from what is familiar (a ‘place where things
happen’) rather than by time elapsing from past to present (Strang 1997, p247).
A place should never be considered in isolation from another place that it may be linked to
geographically, spiritually or through visual connection. To explain, I return to the range that
forms the western escarpment of Lake George. This range is one of a series that generally run
in a north–south direction to intersect with the Tinderry and Gourock highlands. The
watercourses that follow these ranges have helped form long valleys that link the plains of
Bungendore, Molonglo and the Canberra-Queanbeyan region to the Monaro plains of the
present-day Cooma region and the foothills of the Snowy Mountains. Unlike the built
environment that provides designed centrality and containment, the land and the waters that

3

Fanglomerate rock is an alluvial fan-shaped deposit of conglomerate rock material formed in rapidly eroding environments
(eg arid).

280

flow through these valleys and ridges lead us elsewhere, creating lines of connection between
places.
In the early years of colonial settlement, knowledge of the river crossings of the Molonglo
and Queanbeyan Rivers and of passages through the ranges was critical to movement into the
region from the northern colonial centres. The earliest colonial explorers and settlers were
largely dependant on Aboriginal Australians’ familiarity with, and knowledge of, the land to
find their way through what was often rugged and difficult landscape. Remnants of the
earliest passages and crossings can be traced in some of the current tracks over the ranges
between Lake George and the present-day Murrumbidgee River.
Combining the long valleys and ridgelines it is also possible to link the highlands south of
Lake George with the ranges leading to the southern coastal region of present-day Moruya,
Bega and Eden (see Figure 21 Chapter 7.1). Following the ranges southwards means that I
pass from Ngunawal territory into Ngarigo territory - the Monaro plains, and the alpine and
sub-alpine mountains of southern New South Wales and northern Victoria.
Tindale’s research suggests that a line runs through the Ngunawal and Ngarigo territories that
formed a link between the tablelands and the sea, both to the northeast and southeast of Lake
George (Parkes June 4 1952, p4). Flood (1976) points out that Ngarigo and Ngunawal people
and people from the south coast followed pathways to seasonal Bogong moth gatherings that
generally reflect the locality and local extent of this line along the southern tablelands (Flood
1976, p41). Some of the pathways through this landscape could have formed frontiers,
permeable boundaries, along the extreme limits of territory or may perhaps have been in
neutral ground between (or within) territories (Tindale 1974, p57). I suspect that there are
ecological boundaries at play here, with neighbouring Ngarigo boundaries being altitudinal,
Ngunawal territory extending into areas as far south as Rosedale/Numeralla, and the Yuin
(and the Wodi Wodi further north) boundaries being coastal.
Lack of knowledge of the food and water resources of others’ territory created its own
unmarked boundaries and would have prohibited each group from crossing too far into
unfamiliar territory (Tindale 1974, p57). However, for gatherings to have occurred there
would have to have been a line of communication for people to maintain links with each other
and to agree on suitable arrangements and codes of conduct. Each group would have
temporarily moved beyond their normal territory into areas that were outside even their
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linguistic boundaries. The permeability of boundaries is characterised by the existence of, and
difference between, temporary and permanent ecological boundaries (Peterson 1976, p3).
THE FRONTIER LANDS BETWEEN THE MOUNTAINS AND THE SEA
I use the concept of frontier land, rather than any distinct boundary, to adequately present a
sense of the transition that I perceive between visible inland, mountainous and coastal
ecosystems in this region.
By ‘transition’ I refer to a presumption of change (Pardoe 1995), as in the variation of the
geology and differences in vegetation and animals. By this I mean that transition occurs over
a long distance or period of time so that we can identify changes that are above the ordinary
(Pardoe 1995, p696). My use of the term ‘frontier lands’ also avoids the notion of absolute
boundaries. The frontier lands of the eastern part of Ngunawal territory are the tablelands that
lie between the mountains of the Dividing Range (which formed the headwaters of the ancient
Murrumbidgee and Yass Rivers) on one side, and the Shoalhaven River and the escarpment at
the western edge of the coastal slopes and plains on the other (Figure 27).
Figure 27 Mind-map of frontier lands.

Places of connection determine my sense of cultural limitation on the eastern frontier of
Ngunawal territory. One place of connection is the Shoalhaven River near present-day
Braidwood. The other is the high land near Marulan-Bungonia on the edge of the coastal
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escarpment (Bell, D. per. comm. 2006-2007).4 I assume that the frontier lands were shared in
various ways by a number of neighbouring groups as transitional ecological environments.
To illustrate the meaning of frontier, the nature of this transition and the many layers of
change and interconnection of places, I will discuss the environment of Lake George. Being a
closed water catchment, the lake is the focus of the landscape. While creating the edge of the
lake’s own catchment basin the surrounding mountain ranges also act as watersheds between
other and different catchments. The lake basin is separate but, at the same time, connected by
these ranges to other catchments. Like most of the ranges in this region the Great Dividing
Range runs in what is generally a north-south direction until it curves a little inland like a
protective arm around the northern end of Lake George. On the west of the lake’s escarpment
are the water catchments of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, the Yass River and the
Canberra and Yass Plains. To the northwest of the lake, the slopes of the Great Dividing
Range also contribute to the headwaters of the Lachlan River catchment.5 On the other side
this same range contributes to the headwaters of the Shoalhaven River catchment (Figure 28;
see also Figure 26 in Chapter 7.1).
Figure 28 Lake George catchment and links to other catchments (after Taylor 1914).

4
Don’s mother’s family came from the Braidwood area. Don also told me that Ngunawal people used to travel to the
Braidwood area to meet with the people of the coast. Note Tindale’s map and written description in Tindale (1974),
referenced in Chapter 4.1.
5
The Lachlan headwaters and the ridges associated with them form part of an older ancient pathway to the north further
northwest and inland than the Murrumbidgee system (Bell, D. pers. com. 28 June 2005). For my purposes I have limited my
discussion to the Murrumbidgee and Shoalhaven catchments.
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Continuing further eastward across the tablelands from Lake George, the low rolling hills of
the Great Divide afford an easy crossing, in this part of the region at least, to enter the lands
of the ancient floodplain of the Shoalhaven River. I perceive the Shoalhaven floodplain as the
frontier lands on the edge of the eastern portion of Ngunawal territory.
Figure 29 Map showing general environment and places that are discussed below and indicating
the location of cross-section diagrams.
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These frontier lands are essentially a long shallow valley running in a northwest direction
between the Braidwood plains to the south and the Goulburn plains to the north. The eastern
slopes of the Great Dividing Range bound this valley in the south and the north. A low range
east of Goulburn in the Marulan-Bungonia region runs north-south along the escarpment to
limit the valley in the east. It is this range that the Shoalhaven River passes through before it
flows over the coastal escarpment. The valley is characterised by low rolling hills and ridges
that form pockets of long narrow floodplains with all the hallmarks of swamps. Some of the
creeks that drain these floodplains flow into two non-perennial lakes - Lake Bathurst and The
Morass - that formed about half way up this long valley. These lakes are typical of such a
landscape. Except for the Shoalhaven River on the eastern perimeter, it is, I think, the nonpermanent nature of the waters of many of the creeks that contributes to the transitional nature
of these frontier lands (Figure 30).
Figure 30 Cross-section W2-NE.

The watercourses that flow through the eastern frontier lands all end up flowing generally in
the direction of the coast. The most permanent of these waters is the Shoalhaven River, which
begins in a pocket of swampy flats high in the mountains between the Great Dividing Range
and the Minuma Range, near the source of the Queanbeyan River headwaters. Where the
Shoalhaven River flows across the tablelands in the Braidwood region, it forms an edge to the
frontier in at least two ways. In one way the wide river corridor that flows through the plains
and rolling hills has shaped the limits of cultural connection in this part of Ngunawal territory.
In another, the river corridor marks an approximate boundary between coastal and inland
climatic influence. In both cases the transition of the environment from the inland qualities of
the tablelands to coastal is the defining principle.
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The frontier lands along the Shoalhaven River, at its source in the south, are wet to
intermediate sclerophyll forest and steeply sloped. This generally high and steep forest
country experiences greater rainfall than the dry to intermediate sclerophyll forests of the
lower parts of the tablelands. The difference between the two is obvious (Figure 31).
Figure 31 Cross-section S-N.

Apart from elevation and the shift from steep slopes to rolling hills and plains, there is a
transition from closed forests of tall eucalypt trees with well-developed understoreys of softleaved ferns to lower and more open eucalypt forests or woodlands with hard-leaved
understoreys. The distinctive small size and hardness of the leaves of sclerophyll plants is
probably due to the poor soils rather than the dryness of the climate (Simpfendorfer 1992,
p14). This transition between coastal and tablelands is most obvious at an elevation of about
700 to 1000 metres (Figure 29), particularly in the Monaro plains region, with a
corresponding reduction in rainfall to below 700 millimetres (Costermans 1983 (1981) p66;
Major 2007; Dept. Land & Water Conservation 2007).
The Shoalhaven River forms pockets of smaller floodplains along the edge of the steep
coastal escarpment and then cuts a wide channel on the Braidwood plains before eventually
passing over the escarpment to the coast just north of the junction with the Mongarlowe
River. In this way I perceive the Shoalhaven channel to form a link, a pathway perhaps, as its
waters pass from the mountains above the tablelands to the sea near present-day Nowra,
which is near Wodi Wodi territory (refer to Chapter 7.1 and Figure 29). Another link between
the coast and the tablelands is the cool air rising over the escarpment to meet the warmer
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inland air, being felt as afternoon summer sea breezes and thunderstorms as far inland as
Bungendore.
However, closer to Braidwood and the edge of the escarpment, while I experience the
gradually increasing moist influence of the coast I also notice a transition in the
geomorphology of the landscape that has been gradually created by the increased water flows
of the Shoalhaven River system. Over time the ancient Shoalhaven has carved a wide valley
through a long narrow series of geological formations before flowing onto the coastal plain.
The stratigraphy is symbolic of the transition from a watery environment to a terrestrial one.
The sedimentary layers formed from fine organic remains, silt and sand that settled deep
under the ocean or accumulated under the wave action, as it became shallower sea. Further
layers spewed onto ancient surfaces through more violent volcanic action. The ancient flows
of the Shoalhaven River through these layers have left an accumulation of sands and gravels
throughout the remnant undulating rises and low hills of the Braidwood region and further
north towards Bungonia.
In the Braidwood hills, to the south, the waterborne sediments are loose accumulations of
sands, gravels, weathered sandstone and siltstone. In the north the deeply weathered
sediments are consolidated and cemented together with silica or iron oxides or hydroxides
(Department of Land and Water Conservation 2007, p4).6 In the south the accumulation of
organic remains, sands and gravels of the ancient world have produced pockets of waterlogprone soils of swampland and non-perennial lakes and streams and in the north it has evolved
into deposits of brown coal and silcrete. In the Braidwood region this combination of
sedimentary and volcanic material is sandwiched between and perhaps overlies large
intrusions of granite.7
The granite is formed from intrusive masses of molten magma that force their way upwards
into surrounding rock, pushing it aside and partially melting it. However, instead of pushing
all of the way to the surface to form volcanoes, the rock has cooled slowly within the earth.
This granite formed a core in the alignment of folded mountains and ranges, and only
becomes visible on the surface once overlying rocks are weathered away. The granite masses
of Ngunawal territory run in a northerly direction, along what is known as the Lachlan Fold

6

In the north the sediment rock types are quartz sandstone, conglomerate ferruginous sandstone, ferricrete, silcrete, laterite.
Mining of gold and other minerals including copper has been associated with the various forms of granite in the
Shoalhaven, Braidwood, Araluen, Majors Creek, Bungonia, Boro, Mulloon, Bungonia regions during the 1800s. Refer to
McGowan (1994, 1996) for a detailed account of the different forms of mining that has occurred in this region of the
Southern Tablelands.
7
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Belt, and alternate with volcanic and sedimentary rock types right across the region. As the
flows of the river system increase so does the exposure of the granite intrusions. In the
Shoalhaven system, as with the Murrumbidgee system, these granite intrusions appear as
exposed resistant outcrops and tors in the cleared hilly landscape of the southern tablelands
(Bureau of Mineral Resources and Geological Survey of New South Wales 1964; Abell 1991,
pp44, 64-66; Branagan & Packham 2000, p19; Laseron 1954, p10).
I make connections with the magma flows from the unseen depths of the earth that now lie
bared on the surface. To form an ecological connection is to become immersed in the
formation processes that have shaped the landscape - I am walking the frontier between the
mountains and the sea as they are and as they were. I perceive no clear boundary between the
surface and the deep, nor do I separate the plants from the rocks, or the water from the land.
The line that I walk is not across a two-dimensional surface, nor is it entirely physical. I sense
my environment to be more like the space of a womb – a creative place with no horizon line
to divide what is above the surface from what is below.
There is no clearly defined boundary between the ancient and the present day or between the
mountains and the sea. At times I perceive the sea, though it is beyond the coastal escarpment
to the east in the present day. All that is left of the sea is the metamorphosed remains of plants
and animals, gravels and fine sands of deep oceans, shallow estuaries and the waters of an
ancient river, now layers of silicious rock weathering on the surface of the earth. My
emotional connection facilitates my entry into the pores of the rock. I am in the spaces
between the crystals of quartz. I can feel the infinitely fine grains of silt as I stroke the chert,
smooth on my fingers. I am present inside the molten earth. I can feel the energy of the
chemical change and the growth of the crystals. I feel the richness of the ancient humus, its
potential heat energy. I can feel and see the silted ocean floor, the coral of the sea, the mud of
the estuary and the rich damp forest floors. My environment is a space that embodies
continuous metamorphosis and change, physically and emotionally.
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Figure 32 Cross-section W1- SE.

Near where the present-day Kings Highway crosses the Shoalhaven River at the Warri Bridge
(Figure 32) is one place where I engage with the transitional nature of the geomorphology. In
the present day people cross the wide corridor of the Shoalhaven River some 12 kilometres
northwest of Braidwood using a long cement bridge supported on tall thin pylons. The bridge
stretches overhead across a wide gorge that, if proposals are carried through, will eventually
be blocked to form the Welcome Reef Dam (Department of Land and Water Conservation
2007, p7).
Figure 33 Warri Bridge and Shoalhaven River.
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A little over 120 years ago the crossing was made over a much lower wooden bridge that
spanned about 170 metres, much closer to normal water level. Before that there was a ford
where wagons and horses travelling from Lake Bathurst via Boro to Braidwood would
negotiate the sloping banks, entering the river where its bed was most consistent (Bennett
1885; Palerang Council 1998). No doubt the channel walls were not so far apart, less deeply
incised, and the slope less steep. Perhaps the height of the river banks was closer to water
level at this point and the supporting bedrock of the river was covered in cobbles, sand and
gravel, making the entry and exit less arduous.
A SYMBOLIC LANDSCAPE
From my journal:
I stopped at this place thinking that it would be the waters of the Shoalhaven that I
would interact most intimately with. However, while I am absorbed into the fluidity
of the movement of water over the granite rocks in the channel bed, it is the presence
of the rocks themselves that I sense the most. The channel has formed beaches of
gravel on either side. In the midst of this gravel is a huge outcrop of granite; large
crystals of grey and white with seams of finer pink and patches of very fine grey.
The water flows smooth like oil as it slips over the rocks in the deeper parts of the
river. I can see rocks under the surface, some not fully submerged but, in the main, it
is the part of the immense granite floor that is fully exposed and warmed by the sun
that catches my attention.
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There are two potholes the size of deep bowls worn into the granite. Nearby is
another, less formed, with sandy gravel in the base. The potholes still hold water
after the recent rains, cool and clear. If I were at the ocean I would expect to see
seaweed, tiny fish and shellfish trapped in the rocks, but this could only have
occurred here millions of years ago in the marine history of the sedimentary layers
that have worn away to expose the core of granite.

I walk upstream a little. The gravel where I walk is waterlogged, almost like
quicksand where sedges dot the line of a lower water level. The quartz gravel is
dotted with pebbles of fine-grained grey and pink and brown. Partly it is sediment
washing down stream and partly it is the worn granite. I wonder how long it has
taken for the water and the gravel to wear away the granite.

Where it is exposed above the water the granite is smooth and rounded and it feels
warmed and waxy to the touch. I am reminded of Rodin’s sculptures, portraits and
studies of muscled forms as they emerge as smoothed features out of the texture of a
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marble or bronze or plaster core as I begin to see a torso here, and a forehead,
reclining figures emerging from the raw material, a face, a watchful and perhaps allseeing eye.

I look again and the rocks inspire me to perceive a tortoise and a platypus and a
string of teeth. Across the river are masses of boulders, the diagonal movement of
forms, as groups of people rising from the waters to the shore.

The colours, the texture, smoothed and malleable with golden highlights are like
weathered bronze, yet hard and resistant.
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I am feeling that the figures of the people and the animals could be emerging as the
rock has intruded from the molten magma from deep within the earth. Or the
anthropomorphic qualities could have been absorbed into the crystal pores of the
silicious rock from the people and animals that have lived and moved among them
for thousands of years. Either way this place makes me consider my relationship
with the earth and the relationship of the Ngunawal people with the land.
My relationship with the environment of this place is changing with growing
familiarity, transforming into an inner knowledge. Perhaps I am developing a sense
of familiarity associated with the formation of lines of knowing on an emptied
landscape that Arthur refers to above. Strang (1997) says that ‘the human
environmental relationship is essentially dynamic’ and made possible through a
‘continual interaction between the material world, human beings and the symbolic
universe of the mind’ (Strang 1997, p171). The biological, psychological, social,
historical and environmental factors become tied together, ‘each being a formative,
interactive part of culture’ (Strang 1997, p172).
The processing of socio-cultural knowledge, personally acquired through an
accumulation of these different factors, is how I come to value this environment, and
is how the Ngunawal people continue to value it. ‘The concept of value emerges as a
way of creating order’ out of this knowledge (Strang 1997, p172). The creation of
order grows out of a form of evaluation of the relationship, emotions and feelings
being the subjective response, a form of judgement of the environmental stimuli. My
emotions become ‘better understood as cultural constructions’ of which my
environment is a crucial part (Strang 1997, pp175, 176).
The landscape that I perceive, the personal space, the environment that I experience
and have come to value, the place, becomes a ‘cultural artefact’ or object, dependent
on a complex set of values expressed in material and symbolic terms. Each object is
invested with varying degrees of self (Strang 1997, pp176, 177). In this way I am
absorbed into and become part of the trees and rocks of this place. I focus on each to
the extent that I become immersed in the silica that is common to and binds each
manifestation individually and across the landscape. The land and its features
become fluid in my mind and in the images that I create.

293

The water that flows over the rocks behaves like the molten magma that rises from
the deep. The rocks are at once anthropomorphic, animals and people, as they are
changed by the water; yet metamorphic, as their chemistry has been altered through
the heating of the molten earth. I look into their crystalline structures, and I feel their
smoothly weathered surface with my hand, the sun sculpting curvaceous forms with
shadow. Geomorphic crevices open in the rock and slowly transform into feminine
ovoid vessels by a mix of waterborne sand and gravel, emotion and my creative
mind’s eye.
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I look up and out to the landscape further upstream from the Warri Bridge. There is
more rain threatening. In the distance the clouds, heavy and grey, have come up over
the escarpment and are moving to the west, following the Gourock ranges. There is a
peak that stands out, Misery Mountain, a witness perhaps to the relationship that I
have allowed to develop in the river environment.

The character of the mountain changes as the cloud covers it then clears. The
landscape is different upstream. Beyond the rolling plains and hills, all I can see is
high mountains and ranges heavily forested, different lands higher than 1000 metres,
steep slopes and isolated pockets of floodplain on the edge of the escarpment. I have
been told of one place, near Wambagugga Swamp, a meeting place in these
mountains where Aboriginal Australians walked up from Moruya on the coast along
the creeks to meet with others from the highlands. Present-day bushwalkers have
seen many stone axes and flaked tools, remnants of the corroborees that were held in
the flat floodplains near the head of the Shoalhaven.
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Higher up the bank of the river where I am standing the fine worn gravel is mixed
with the grey alluvium of a floodplain. There is a large flat area sheltered in a hollow
below the modern road. The bitumen of the old road, the one that crossed the old
wooden bridge, still curves round the edge of an abandoned homestead and fenced
paddocks. Large mature eucalypts grow between the two roads. The place under the
trees is a camping ground today and I cannot help thinking that perhaps people
camped here in earlier times. The trees mirror this thought as they take on a life of
their own. They are firmly rooted into the ground by their wide thick trunks, but as I
look up into the branches they seem to take on the qualities of the limbs of dancing
people. The animated glow of a campfire in an otherwise black night sky would
certainly lend to a sense of the movement of a colonial bush dance or a corroboree.
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The homestead and the fences are stark symbols of enclosure, after sensing the vast
expansiveness of the landscape. The house is an artefact of colonial culture,
architecturally enclosed internal space, protective and isolating from the outside
natural elements. The sense of control extends to the paddocks surrounding the
house. The paddocks are open but contained by fence lines, strong boundary lines of
demarcation (Strang 1997, pp157, 158). The flow of the movement of my senses,
my gaze across the landscape, comparatively uncontrolled, halts as I reach the fence
lines as if the air space above them is protected from my intrusion. I am at once in a
different cultural space.
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The material space, the walls and fences, the built and organised boundaries of European
architecture and landscape management, reflect differences from traditional Aboriginal
Australian culture; the notions of ownership, territory, and the systems of environmental
space itself, for example. There are differences in cultural ‘ways of seeing and making sense
of the land’ (Hodge 1999, pp59-61).
One consequence of flexibility in movement about the landscape is that boundaries between
territories are difficult to determine. When the large space of a territory is absent, as when
people have come together at ceremonies or cross paths as they travel across the landscape in
their quest for food and water, small spaces will act with the same affect as large ones. Open
space itself can be used to create perceived ‘walls’ between different groups of people.
However, when space acts as a wall it is difficult to tell it from a window or a door. Such
space alone may not be enough to provide security to people unless they agree to abide by
rules of conduct. In the absence of physical walls, meaning emerges from relationships to the
extent that even a gaze, be it at a particular person, object or place, is carefully controlled in
traditional Aboriginal Australian culture, so as not to become an unwelcome intrusion (Hodge
1999, pp64-66).
As a researcher of the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape I continue to remain aware of the
visible links but also of not trespassing across unseen cultural boundaries. I approach the
landscape of what I perceive as the frontier lands with respect for Ngunawal culture. I walk
the landscape in my own time and construct the landscape of the frontier from the spatial
relationships that I develop through my own perception. I learn when I am ready to absorb the
knowledge I am being offered. To illustrate the nature of these relationships and this learning
process, the geomorphology of the land and the sea becomes embodied in my storied line.
I continue to explore the power of symbolism by making personal connections in the
landscape. I am also mindful that different people walking in the same landscape perceive it
in different ways. The differences in values that people develop depend on what they choose
to prioritise from the things that their culture sees as important. People develop different
patterns of interaction with the landscape (Strang 1997, p276).
The frontier lands were once a swampland that acted as a rich food bowl. What I sense about
the space is that the swampland’s resources provided for people from across different cultural
boundaries. Not only did this swampland occupy the space between the mountains and the
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sea, it also linked the coastal landscape with the mountains of the southern tablelands and
ultimately the Alps of the southern highlands.
I need to go back to the colonial landscape to illustrate this perception further because the
character of the landscape has changed substantially since colonisation.
When the first colonial settlers came to the region the frontier lands tended to be open
woodlands, shrub woodland and open forests of Manna Gum, Yellow Box and Snow Gum8
growing in a region of relatively low rainfall. The soil, the result of sand and gravels from the
ancient Shoalhaven River system, is an acid-sodic clay which tends to be some of the poorest
and most readily eroded in the southern tablelands. Also, the subsoil, overlaying a
combination of sandstone, shale and granite, tends to be relatively poor draining with a
propensity to seasonal waterlogging. About the only economically viable use that the settlers
could make of these lands after clearing, apart from mining, was for sparse grazing and
growing hay (Jenkins & Morand 2004).
After clearing of the trees by colonial settlers, increasing runoff meant that the long, gently
sloping swampy pockets of floodplain developed eroded gullies and incised creek channels
more rapidly. Sediment covered the swamp and floodplain deposits to help change the swamp
to the grass bog of the present day (Johnson & Brierley 2006, pp661-674; Hope, Macphail &
Keaney 2006, pp3-4; Hope 2003). As I travel through this frontier land from west to east my
first senses as I descend from the top of the Great Dividing Range are of the transition to the
moist conditions of swampland and of a change in the character of the soil. I also sense the
effects of the aggressive agricultural practices, the clearing of the trees.
In the early decades of the 20th century, the lands around Manar and towards Braidwood were
thickly wooded. Entering pockets of remnant and regenerated vegetation, particularly at
Mulloon Creek and along the Manar and Mayfield Roads, it becomes easier to imagine the
landscape before colonial settlement. Long stretches of grass-like sedges cover low pockets of
wet swampland with a low ridge separating one pocket from another.

8

Refer to the natural regeneration work being done by the Inverary Creek and Mulloon Creek Landcare groups.
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THE COASTAL AND THE INLAND DIVIDE
The forests and woodlands that I have been travelling through have evolved from rainforest
growing when Australia was part of Gondwana some 40-60 million years ago. At that time
the climate was generally warm and wet, with no distinct seasons. At about 30 million years
ago, when Australia separated from Gondwana, rainfall began to reduce and seasons became
more apparent. At around the time that Lake George was forming, the rainforests became
isolated in remnant, wet areas of high soil fertility, so that the drier areas with poorer soils
developed into eucalypt and wattle woodlands (Simpfendorfer 1992, p14).
The change in shape and hardness of the leaves of the forests has generally come to symbolise
ecological differences and boundaries of the coastal hinterlands. The exposure of distinctive
sandstone at the top of the coastal ranges provides another immediate visual difference
between the coastal hinterlands and the rolling hills and plains of the tablelands.
If I were to stand on the top of Pigeon House Mountain (in the ranges on the eastern side of
the coastal escarpment) and look out over the coastal hinterland below me I would see what
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remains of a deeply stream-eroded raised plateau. This plateau is formed from the most
southerly extent of the horizontal Permian sandstone beds of an uplifted Sydney basin.9 The
stream channels of the Shoalhaven, Bimberamala and the Enderick Rivers carved their way
through the soft sandstone to form irregular shaped table-topped, stepped terraces in vast deep
valleys. The sandstone is visually distinguished by its horizontal structure, its colour and
texture. It is almost pure silica so that the soil that the sandstone forms on the high terraces is
sandy and extremely poor in nutritional minerals. The layers of sandstone overlay the bedrock
of older Ordovician aged sediments,10 and it is here that the distinction in coastal vegetation
becomes more apparent. The poor soils derived from the sandstone support a rich array of
heath type plants, such as pea-flowered, protea, hakea, grevillea and acacia groups that are
typical of these poor soils. Where the millions of years of stream erosion has cut through the
sandstone and begun to incise the Ordovician sediments of the valley floor, the vegetation
changes to dense forests of Spotted Gum, Bloodwood, and Silver Ash, with Mabel’s Wattle as
a typical dense understorey (Costermans 1983 (1981), pp26-27).
The Shoalhaven River flows along the edge of this coastal landscape. Firstly it flows over the
tablelands where it marks a visible line in the otherwise vague coastal transition zone of the
open rolling hills and plains in the Braidwood region. Further north the Shoalhaven cuts a
deep precipitous gorge through the sandstone of the coastal hinterlands before turning sharply
east to spill out on the coastal plains. I use a model of stream evolution by Pardoe (1995) to
illustrate how the waters of the Shoalhaven have changed their influence.
The earliest form of river of the glacial period, a ‘prior’ stream, was wide and shallow. This
means that the early Shoalhaven would have had low banks only one to two metres high, and
carried coarse sands along relatively straight channels. Later, between 14,000 years and about
7,000 years ago (well within the known human presence in the region) the river changed and
became what Pardoe terms an ‘ancestral’ stream. These streams, and the more recent
‘modern’ streams, are smaller than the ‘prior’ streams and formed the floodplains we know
today. According to Pardoe, modern rivers generally follow a course close to that of ancestral
streams, only with smaller, narrower and more winding courses that cut into the same
floodplains. Modern rivers have anabranches (channels that leave the main stream to rejoin it
again downstream) and flow on floodplains that are generally one and a half to five meters

9

Permian is formed about 280 million to 225 million years ago.
Ordovician is formed about 500 million to 430-440 million years ago.

10
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below the broader riverine plain. These riverine plains encompass the active catchments of the
contributing minor channel systems, lakes, swamps and abandoned watercourses. Pardoe’s
model suggests that although the channel of the modern Shoalhaven River system is at its
smallest, the river’s corridors provide more resources because its waters have increased the
number of swamps and non-perennial lakes in its riverine environment (Pardoe 1995, pp698699).
Following the Shoalhaven’s ancient course has shown me the granite intrusions of the
tablelands and the gravels of the volcanic and marine sediments of its headwaters. Now I
follow the ancient course of the Shoalhaven northwards along the tablelands to where these
sediments and gravels have turned to silcrete, in the Bungonia area of the highlands to the
west of the Shoalhaven Gorge (Langford-Smith 1978, p213). The silcrete was important to
the economy of the traditional culture of Aboriginal Australians as a quality toolmaking
material and is not found everywhere in Ngunawal territory. In fact, silcrete is most common
in the arid interior of the inland plains. This means that the silcrete would have been a reason
for people to go to the Bungonia region to quarry it for use in toolmaking and perhaps for
trading.
The seam of silcrete outcrops helps to mark the influence of the course of the ancient
Shoalhaven River and to confirm the resources and nature of the landscape of the tablelands
that it flowed through. The appearance of silcrete indicates that, at a time not long before
people walked the earth, the landscape in which it formed was a tropical to sub-tropical
floodplain. The Shoalhaven’s waters reached and produced broader landscapes than they do
today, its runoff being slow moving and intermittent onto a swampy floodplain (LangfordSmith 1978, p11). This ancient floodplain formed what I call the eastern frontier of Ngunawal
territory.
An experience I had when I visited Bungonia illustrates my final place of connection and
returns my storied line to the place where it began. The experience provided me with an
understanding of what the eastern frontier lands of the ancient Shoalhaven floodplain can
mean in the connection between present-day and ancient landscapes and illustrates that the
landscape is both open and interactive. I am a participant in this space. I am a native of
Sydney but moved to the Canberra/Queanbeyan region nearly 30 years ago. Yet when asked
where I am from, I recall a strong sense of the Sydney sandstone, the humidity of the coast
and smell of the sea, the taste of the salt, the sand of the beaches, the estuary where I grew up
and I still feel the need to explain that I come from Sydney originally and moved to Canberra
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later. It is recently, since casting a deeper focus on the socio-cultural landscape, that this need
to express my heritage has become so strong. However, it is the experience at Bungonia that
caused me to realise my sense of place, my ecological identification and that I had not
actually moved as far from my origins as I thought.
On the map there is about 300 kilometres of road that separates where my home is now at
Oaks Estate and where I lived originally on the southern part of Sydney. However, looking
out over the Shoalhaven Gorge from a vantage point at Bungonia I was shocked to find
myself looking out at an escarpment of the sandstone of the Sydney basin. I felt a new sense
of place that is not so removed from my origins.
The sandstone symbolises my origins. It is the sandstone that is so familiar from my
childhood, the stone that formed the base of the creek where I played, the cliffs that I climbed
and that I watched the surf crash against. The frontier is indeed a permeable boundary. The
space between the escarpment and the tabletop plateaus is anything but empty. It is pregnant
with emotional attachment. The rock itself binds my attachment. The close proximity of the
sandstone, just the visibility of it, made me feel differently about my attachment to the region
I perceived to be a frontier land.
There is a still deeper layer in the space between the mountains and the sea that is to do with
origins. The sandstone embodies meaning for me, as it also does for the transitional journey
of an older and vaster landscape. The sandstone is the silicious remains of a huge dividing
range that separated the western plains near present-day Bathurst from the coast. The action of
water from great rivers similar to the ancient Murrumbidgee and Shoalhaven eroded these
mountains into the sea of what is known as the Sydney Basin. Perhaps this range was the
original range of mountains, millions of years ago, the original extent of the space between
the mountains and the sea, the frontier lands of ancient times. The earth was then in transition
as it still is. At Bungonia I was standing on limestone (the calcified remains of organisms) and
shale (the silt that carried and enfolded the organisms), the accumulation of the products of so
many forces of change across space and over many ages. The weathering of the present-day
landscape by the waters of ancient rivers has exposed a storied line that absorbs my own as I
gaze into the origins of the mountains and the sea.
The mountains and the sea are different ends of a personal journey. My experience of the
permeability of boundaries involves the embodiment of a deeper connection with an
environment that formed long before people ever walked the land and made it culturally
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significant. I share a collective knowledge that has many layers of meaning. At times these
meanings are mundane and secular and, at others, they are sacred. Consistent with traditional
Ngunawal ways of knowing I perceive history as a relationship measured by distance from the
physically and emotionally familiar, and from places where events of connection occur, rather
than by the passage of time.
The ancient and the present-day rise to the surface of consciousness and subside beneath it
like waves that are not unlike the geomorphology of the land itself. There are many different
boundaries between the land and its waters and my personal perception of them. I have found
these boundaries to be permeable (and to have no definite form), perceivable yet unseen
frontiers between the personal and the environmental. I become absorbed into the headwaters
of the ancient Murrumbidgee and Shoalhaven Rivers and the silicious granite, silcrete and
sandstone, the living plants and those calcified in limestone. With a gaze I cross both physical
and metaphorical chasms, as symbolic of the origins and transition from the mountains to the
sea as they are of my own origin and transition in the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape.
SUMMARY OF CHAPTER 7.2
This chapter maps my physical, conceptual and emotional line of travel through the eastern
portion of Ngunawal territory as a storied line. I use the eastern portion because it vividly
illustrates the transitional nature of the frontier lands between the highlands of the snow
country, the inland and the coast.
I perceive Ngunawal territory itself to be a transitional space between different ecological
systems. Within the frontiers that edge these systems are at least three meeting places that are
part of an ancient pathway. This pathway incorporates the headwaters of the ancient
Murrumbidgee and Yass Rivers that flowed from the east, to cross the western frontier of
Ngunawal territory and enter the inland beyond the tablelands. Defining this ancient pathway
cannot be confined to one single line of water or direction of flow, or to the presence of any
visible water at all.
Unlike the built environment that provides design centrality and containment, the valleys and
ridges of the land and the waters that flow across it lead us elsewhere, creating lines of
connection between places. Lack of knowledge of another’s territory, on the other hand,
creates its own unmarked boundaries. The existence of lines of communication, allowing
people to maintain social and cultural links between different territories, suggests varying
degrees of mutual co-operation.
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To adequately present a sense of transition I use a concept of frontier land, rather than any
distinct boundary between obvious inland, mountainous and coastal ecosystems in this region.
I use two places of connection to define the cultural extent of Ngunawal territorial interests on
the eastern frontier.
The low rolling hills and plains of the Shoalhaven floodplains on the tablelands show
hallmarks of remnant swamplands (including two non-perennial lakes) that provided a rich
food bowl. These floodplains mark the approximate social, cultural and environmental
boundary between the inland and the coast. The transition between inland and coastal
environmental characteristics of the tablelands is the defining principle. The Shoalhaven
River also provides links to the coast as it flows over the edge of the escarpment to the sea
near Nowra. Another link is the cool air that rises over the escarpment to meet the warm
inland air, causing the sea breezes and thunderstorms that are felt as far inland as Bungendore.
The geomorphology of the frontier lands also exhibits a transition created by increased water
flows closer to the coast. The stratigraphy of exposed sandstone, granite and silcrete is
symbolic of different transitions from terrestrial to sea environment. I explore the power of
this symbolism by making personal connections with this landscape at two different places.
The values of people are shaped by different cultural priorities so that they develop varying
patterns of interaction with the landscape. I illustrate how the sandstone of the Sydney Basin,
visible from the escarpment on the tablelands, symbolises my origins and the origins of the
landscape itself (perhaps in a similar way to the rocks that symbolise the origins of Ngunawal
people and their territory).
Permeable boundaries involve the embodiment of a personal connection with an environment
that formed long before people walked the land and made it culturally significant. My
connections formed through collective knowledge that has many layers of meaning. I perceive
history as measured by distance from the physically and emotionally familiar, and from places
where events of social, cultural and environmental connection occur.
Having taken my first unguided steps into the significant interaction of the physical and
metaphorical dimensions that I perceive to define Ngunawal territory, I continue to refine my
methods. My next chapter seeks to focus my unguided experience of signals and symbols for
the purpose of creating a presentation of the pathways and frontiers of Ngunawal territory. I
will illustrate what the juxtaposition of my transcultural spatial narrative of Ngunawal
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territory looks like, based on a more fully evolved empathic understanding. This makes the
interactive space concrete.
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CHAPTER 7.3
EXEGESIS 5: AN UNGUIDED EXEGESIS ON INTERACTIVE SPACE

This chapter presents my final unguided exegesis. This time my journey is into deeper
dimensions of my developing empathy, assured by the adequacy of the physical and
metaphorical signals and symbols I have developed, to ultimately present a more evolved
perspective of the workings of the interactive space of Ngunawal territory. I present a
diagram of my understanding of Ngunawal territory.
That diagram presents a transcultural spatial narrative of interactive space that defines
the pathways and frontiers of Ngunawal territory. This chapter demonstrates how an
emergent perspective allows the subjective signals of an ecological experience and the
abstract symbolism of cultural perception to interact in the presentation of the sociocultural landscape. This interaction together with the emergent methodology of my
transdisciplinary approach has made my interpretation of Ngunawal territory more
concrete. I present my emergent research perspective in terms of:
•

‘Go to Lake George’ - acknowledging the late Ngunawal Elder Don Bell

•

an interaction of personal and environmental space in the socio-cultural
landscape of Lake George

•

constructing a general historic, ethnographic and geomorphologic perspective of
the socio-cultural landscape

•

reaching a more comprehensive understanding of Ngunawal territory.

‘GO TO LAKE GEORGE’ (ACKNOWLEDGING NGUNAWAL ELDER DON BELL)
Having completed my story of the HQJOC site near Bungendore, presented in Chapter 7.1, as
a place on a pathway, I asked Don, ‘where do I go to now?’ He said, ‘Go to Lake George.’
‘But what should I look for there?’ With a knowing look in his eye, he said, ‘It will tell you’.
As the previous chapter has demonstrated, the experience of the Lake George environment led
me to a better understanding of the connection of places in a territory characterised by
pathways, frontiers and origins. I will now demonstrate how I reached the understanding of
Ngunawal territory that has emerged from my interaction with Ngunawal ways of knowing.
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As the second unguided exegesis the chapter reflects a more evolved transformation of my
personal and researcher perspectives of territory as interactive space. Figure 35 acts as a
concrete expression of my empathic understanding of Ngunawal territory. This is something
that, until manifesting as a drawing, remained intangible for my audience.
In early 2010 two significant events occurred. The region experienced enough rain for water
to cover the bed of Lake George for the first time in 10 years, albeit briefly, only to reduce
and form pools, then evaporate and disappear. The other event was the construction of a wind
farm on the eastern shoreline at the base of Governor’s Hill. The rain event temporarily
changed the appearance of the lake environment, reminding us of the ongoing ecological
rhythms of an ancient water catchment basin. The other event adds a further symbolic layer to
the socio-cultural landscape in a way that materially affects the dynamics of interactive space.
The wind farm permanently stamps the shifting culture of the present and the future on the
landscape. Although on a grander scale, the wind farm is as culturally significant to the rural
landscape, symbolically, as the perceived change brought about on the Aboriginal Australian
socio-cultural landscape by the first line of fence posts, and later, telegraph or electricity
poles. The wind farm affects the reading of the socio-cultural landscape from wherever the
turbines are visible or can be heard.
The focus of this chapter is on the period before then.
AN INTERACTION OF PERSONAL AND ENVIRONMENTAL SPACE IN THE SOCIOCULTURAL LANDSCAPE OF LAKE GEORGE
When I stop observing the Lake George landscape and start participating in it, I feel a
presence, not threatening, but an all-pervading dynamic that requires respect and deference.
The visible landscape is characterised by a stunning spatial aesthetic that, on reflection,
emerges from a sense of duality and contradiction. The experience, while being very visual, is
a much-felt one.
I move in an environment that is open and where the light changes: contrasting and vivid,
then hazy, dull and watery. On one level, diagonals define the environmental space - the slope
of the higher ground that completely surrounds the lake and the alluvial fans that meet the
vertical wall of the escarpment. The lakebed provides both a natural horizon line and the
vanishing point of the visual traditions of European landscape painting. There is a sense of
space that is uninterrupted, until my eye reaches the halting upright of the escarpment,
severing the flow of my vision as it has the flow of the ancient waters.
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On another level I sense an inspired energy, contemplative, yet changing and expansive. This
energy is as much from my own creative self as it is of the lake’s inspiration. The feeling is a
deeper experience that is born of the practical knowledge of the lake environment as the
interaction of the personal and the environmental aspects: the here and now of a living
history. It is not enough to see the lake just as the symbol of an ancient past that lies before
me. I breathe in its expansiveness, to allow the life forces of the ancient waters to live through
my body, through my personal and researcher’s sensibilities.
I take long, deep breaths and expand my lungs beyond their usual capacity. My body, the
land, the waters in the creative, interactive space all merge and manifest as an awareness of
origins, perhaps of the relationship of people and the land; and the emergence of my own
sense of place is the context of those origins. I interact with my environment and from that
experience I begin to create multiple perspectives of reality. A tacit exchange occurs in the
symbolism of personal ecological identification. The landforms I connect to, and most deeply
interact with, appear to embody human qualities and form. Is this perhaps the manifestation of
my unconscious desire for a supporting human presence in the otherwise solitude of an
unknown environment?
I am presenting the story of my experience of Lake George to consolidate my perception of an
emergent social and cultural connection to an environment that, in terms of a comprehensive
perception of Ngunawal territory, I did not previously understand or know how to experience.
From my journal: (8-16 October 2007 – before the heavy rainfalls and the construction of the
wind farm):
At present there is little water but, by way of contradiction, the lakebed remains a
dominant feature of the landscape. The lake presents a long, very flat, wispy green
floor to the Bungendore Plain. In so doing, the lake yields some of the secrets of its
ancient origins. On this plain the lake has become the meeting place of watercourses
that begin in the Great Dividing Range and meander westwards until they meet the
escarpment, only a short distance from their source.
Ridges of deposited sand line the changing eastern shoreline and form part of the
Dividing Range even further to the east. Dark fine alluvium and different colours of
clay soil - earthy yellows and reds and salmon pink - have accumulated over the
golden and black shale of the plain nearest the lake. I saw one other different clay, a
grey-green colour. I suspect there is some ochre amongst all of this clay, but not of a
very high quality because, while there are patches that are brilliantly coloured, the
colour that shows on the surface is not produced when the clay is rubbed onto paper.
Also, the texture is quite coarse, not fine like talc.
The waters have slowly wound their way over the shallow slopes, smoothly sculpting
the contours of the land to converge on the floodplain from headwaters in so many
directions. The headwaters are important in Don’s perception of the lake’s landscape;
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as they have become in mine. The lake is now a closed water catchment, but it was
not always that way.
The waters that form the lake were once the headwaters of the ancient Yass River.
That river as it was has ceased to flow and has new headwaters now. This tells me
that the lake is a place between the old headwaters on the Great Dividing Range and
the new headwaters draining from the top of the escarpment. The lake has become a
special part of an ancient watercourse that, when followed westwards, leads me to the
place of Ngunawal origins. I feel drawn to follow this sacred pathway, but I must
stay at the lake to learn what is here.
What is at Lake George is more contradiction, a duality of placid meekness and harsh
dominance. The wind can blow mercilessly in strong gusts whipping up a cutting
dust across the plain, when elsewhere it remains a subtle breath. There is little
protection from the prevailing westerly winds and few places to shelter. This wind
pattern has been consistent for at least the last 4,000 years (Abell 1991, p60). I watch
some heavy, bright blue clouds roll in over the lake. The escarpment quickly darkens,
changing to comparatively dull, deep gunmetal blue. In contrast, the lakebed softens
to a misty pale green. The bed of the lake and the base of the escarpment begin to
merge, appearing as the watery luminous blur of a painted watercolour. All of this
change occurs in the space of a few minutes. In an hour the clouds have moved on
and the landscape has returned to the way it was. This duality probably contributes to
my feeling of vulnerability.

My strongest urge is to draw, to experience the space and form of the landscape
through my eyes and hands. I draw what I feel contributes to the sense of an all-
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pervading presence, an ancestral witness, a spiritual being perhaps, in the lake’s
environment.

I decide that this presence has manifested to shape my perception of the environment
surrounding Governor’s Hill, which stands on the eastern shoreline, watching over
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the lake and overseeing this entire section of the plain. The character of the hill
changes quite dramatically with the light. In the morning it may be cloud-covered
and barely visible at all. After the cloud lifts Governor’s Hill dominates the horizon.

The hill appears as a cut-out shape, flattened in the haze, and with the increasing
contrast of sunlight it becomes a solid form. In the low sun of the afternoon, what
appeared to be a solid dormant mass of eroded earth takes on the qualities of the
moving undulations of a reclining human form. The form can be male and it can be
female. Perhaps it is both, its lines and curves shifting slowly with the shadows as a
body moving under a sheet stretched taut. A long spur rises gently and steadily up to
the curve of a hip, a ridge forms a waistline connecting the hip to a large rounded
shoulder. Another spur extends out and away from the shoulder, as an arm leads
away and reaches (or is it pointing?) towards the lake and the remnant indentation in
the top of the escarpment where the ancient Yass River once flowed.
Governor’s Hill and the lower slopes at its base are resistant spurs of granite that
have gradually been worn away by waters that funnelled into and formed the ancient
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Yass River (Abell 1991, p5). The river wore a wide flat-bottomed channel into what
is now the top of the escarpment on the lake’s western shore.

The river also shaped Governor’s Hill and exposed boulders of Ellendon granite
around its base on the eastern shore. Ellendon granite is a northerly extension of the
Bega Batholith (Abell 1991, p72), a large exposed area of intrusive, mostly
continuous rock formed from magma. The Braidwood, Bega and the Murrumbidgee
Batholiths are all present to some degree in the region of Ngunawal territory.

These days the hill appears bare, with few trees remaining. Perhaps a perception of
the human form was not as obvious to those who knew the hill before the trees were
cleared. Then again, the hill has such a strong form that I suggest the human
character of its contours was still perceivable in the formation of the once blanketing
tree canopies. The human character of the contours only adds to the suggestion that
the hill is a living witness to all that goes on and has gone on in the environment
surrounding the lake.
The landscape changes as I move onto and become familiar with the land
immediately at the base of Governor’s Hill. The land is fertile and well watered here.
The topsoil from the cleared hill has washed down to the bottom of the slopes
causing the vegetation to be richer than much of the surrounding land. Many small
gullies and streams have formed from the runoff. Without the trees, a more rapid
flow of water has begun to cut deep erosion gullies into some of the watercourses. In
the midst of this landscape there is a small forest of remnant gum trees providing a
glimpse of what the landscape looked like before colonial settlers came.
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The settlers’ presence still shows as older homesteads and ruins set among mature
introduced species of trees. The undulating slopes and streams take on the character
and appearance of an English landscape with well-established pastures, sheep and
cattle. Fenced enclosures dominate. There are rectangular paddocks and lucerne
crops, but I imagine that after a long run of wet years the water would still creep out
along the alluvial flats in huge fans on either side of the hill.

More importantly, however, the environment is sheltered from the westerly winds by
a low ridgeline that forms a perimeter at the base of the hill. Perhaps it is the
indigenous powers of the hill but, despite the English aesthetic, for the first time I
sense the strong presence of Aboriginal Australian people here. I begin to feel that if
I looked I would find scatters of stone tools, remnants of camps. I can easily imagine
the men sitting flaking the stone and the women searching the reeds nearer the
water’s edge for the choicest roots and shellfish. This sheltered and fertile raised
ground has a sense of intimacy about it, as if I have entered part of an inner sanctum.
It is, at least, a place that would provide for easily accessible campsites conveniently
above the damp and cold of the lower floodplain.
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Here in this place I become aware of another presence in the landscape, one that may
not dominate, as does the overshadowing Governor’s Hill but, through its
prominence in the immediate surroundings, may be of no less significance. Red Hill
on the northern end of the ridge, while being less significant in size, commands a
singular distinction. Red Hill is small, treed, and round like a dome, and it is far less
possessing than Governor’s Hill. While forming the northern end of a shielding
ridge, it also marks the end of the arm of a long spur stretching out from the shoulder
of Governor’s Hill towards the lake. Red Hill is like a sentinel, silent, and protecting
of those who enter the land on this part of the lake’s shoreline. I do not believe
people would have slept here without that sense of protection. I wonder if, when I
travel further north to the other side of the base of Governor’s Hill, Grosse’s Hill will
have a similar quality.
Don told me that the lake is where the central spirit being of Ngunawal culture lives,
so I have tried to approach this landscape with cautious respect. It is out of respect
that I do not look deeper into the sense of guarded sanctuary that I feel here in an
otherwise open landscape. However, located on a pathway that follows an ancient
watercourse, Lake George becomes a place from which my sense of place in the
landscape radiates. The environment is anything but a closed system. By perceiving
the landscape as interactive space lived in my own time I begin to understand how
the Ngunawal people might live it in theirs. I gain a deep ecological identification
that reflects aspects of the social and cultural connections of both our cultures. The
lake environment holds the key to this connection by demonstrating to me how the
power of the ancient waters shapes the personal and environmental spaces of a living
history rather than places of personal connection locked in the past.

Postscript:
Others have sensed the creative energy of the Lake George environment. The Weerewa Lake
George festival is one example of people having been deeply affected by this inspirational
space. On another level the abundance of wind energy has proven sufficient to power an
extensive wind farm. Depending on your perspective, Governor’s Hill, the ancient Yass River
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channel, the expansive lakebed and changing water levels, and the windmills, are signposts in
the ever-changing living history of Lake George.

CONSTRUCTING A GENERAL HISTORIC, ETHNOGRAPHIC AND
GEOMORPHOLOGIC PERSPECTIVE OF THE SOCIO-CULTURAL LANDSCAPE
Pollen samples at Lake George show that vegetation generally similar to the woodlands of the
time of colonial settlement first appeared around 350,000 years ago (Lindenmayer, Crane &
Michael 2005, pp8-10). New species of animals such as sugar gliders and other tree dwelling
mammals evolved to inhabit the more open vegetation. As the climate became warmer and
drier during the last 100,000 years the increase in fires, particularly after people arrived,
resulted in the eucalypts and wattles expanding to form their own woodland communities.
Fire seems to have played a less important role in the development of the open vegetation
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patterns of this region than in other parts of Australia. The open country of the region around
Lake George, particularly in the Monaro area south of present-day Cooma, is largely due to
climate and soils rather than what is sometimes termed fire-stick farming practices (Dovers
1994, p124).
Archaeologists surveying the local region generally agree that intensive permanent occupation
by people in the lowlands surrounding Lake George began about 4,000-5,000 years before the
present day (Johnson 2008, p18). Austral Archaeology Pty. Ltd. (2008) cites and discusses
references to sites typical of the region with particular relevance to locations on the shores and
ridges of Lake George. These sites indicate archaeological dates of occupation ranging
between 500 and 6,000 years ago (Austral Archaeology Pty. Ltd. 2008, pp17-22). Johnson
(2008) further discusses these sites and others dated at about 10,000-12,000 years ago at
Wombeyan Caves at nearby Goulburn (to the northwest), 3,600-4,000 years ago at Nursery
Swamp in Namadgi National Park (on the south-western side of Ngunawal territory), and
about 10,500-11,000 and 19,000 years ago near Pigeon House Mountain in the coastal
hinterland (to the east) (Johnson 2008, pp14-18). The earliest known occupation begins at
21,000 years ago in the southern highlands closer to the snow country southwest of Lake
George (Flood, David, Magee, English 1987; Flood 2003), with sites showing the most
intense and longest occupation being dated, so far, between about 300 and about 4,400 years
ago (Argue 1995, pp33-34).
During the time that people are first known to have been travelling across the Lake George
region, their world experienced a period of major climatic transition. The climate went
through wild swings between warm and cool, and wet and dry. This was the PleistoceneHolocene transition, which extended from the peak of the last glacial period (17,000-19,000
years ago) to about 6,000 years ago. During this time up to thirty percent of the earth’s
surface was covered by ice, and sea levels were about 120 metres below what they are today.
Although Australia was geographically separate from the ice sheets of the northern parts of
the world, it did experience environmental changes including increased erosion, sand-dune
activity, salinity and greater variation in the pattern of river flows (Kershaw 1995, p656).
Glaciation, which only had a local effect on climate, vegetation and people, was limited to ice
sheets covering the present-day alpine regions near Ngunawal territory and in Tasmania.
Locally, glaciers covered about 19-32 square kilometres of the Mount Kosciuszko area.
Snowlines dropped by at least 1,000 metres and temperatures were up to 10 degrees lower
(Kershaw 1995, p660). The rivers of the regions in and around Ngunawal territory were either
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not particularly active or had dried up, except on the inland plains to the west of the southern
tablelands that received the runoff of melting snows from the Alpine region. At about 20,000
years ago, shortly before the peak of this glacial period (about the earliest known time of
people first visiting the region) south-eastern Australia received about half of the rainfall it
gets today which meant that vegetation was sparser; the wind speeds were higher and Lake
George was probably nearing its lowest level (Kershaw 1995, p664; Bowler 1987, p28).
The melting of ice sheets of the Snowy Mountains, about 15,000 years ago and onwards,
produced, in turn, rapid environmental change and significant reversals in climate patterns.
This period marked the beginnings of organic sedimentation and of peat lands in areas that
had previously been frozen and under ice. It also resulted in changes to vegetation in the
landscape immediately surrounding the mountains (Kershaw 1995, p665). Being on the edge
of that landscape the vegetation changes affected Ngunawal territory both directly and
indirectly.
At about 12,000 years ago Ngunawal territory entered another dry time with higher
temperatures that encouraged a change in vegetation to grassland. During the period between
9,000 and 12,000 years ago the structure of vegetation of the near southeast highland regions
changed from woodland to forest with grasses remaining the dominant understorey. In
neighbouring areas, both the drier western parts and the coastal areas, Casuarina type forests
and woodlands generally replaced the grasslands (Kershaw 1995, p666). By 6,000 years ago,
the entire region surrounding Ngunawal territory was experiencing higher temperatures and
rainfall than the present day, which produced a high incidence of rainforests and wet
sclerophyll forests, and increased casuarinas and eucalypt. There was also a marked variation
in moisture levels between the coastal and western areas (Kershaw 1995, p668).
Even though most of the present-day features of the environment were in place by 6,000 years
ago there has been significant change in climate since then. Change, particularly in the last
3,000-4,000 years, is largely due to lower rainfall and includes a reduction in the amount of
tree cover, slower river flows and subsequently lower lake levels or even the drying up of
lakes and peat lands (Kershaw 1995, p669).
However, as rising seas inundated the coastline, forests immediately inland expanded. People
on the coast experienced dramatic upheaval in their lives during the time of most rapid
change, at about 8,000 years ago. Low-lying coastal plains were quickly submerged,
sometimes at a rate of as much as 25 to 45 metres a year, as in the Arafura Plain in northern
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Australia. Other relatively flat areas experienced inundation at a rate of up to a metre a day
when the pace of encroachment was at its peak (Mulvaney & Kamminga 1999, p273). The
use of fire in the coastal areas allowed people to create and maintain open habitats for
favoured plant and animal resources in expanding forests. These factors supported higher
populations in the coastal hinterlands, about the first 80 kilometres from the sea. At the same
time the moist influence of the encroaching sea, including rain-bearing winds, advanced
further inland into places that had previously been arid and sandy (Hallam 1987, pp50-52).
The southern tableland of Ngunawal territory was a place between the moist coastal areas and
the dry inland.
After the sea levels stabilised, the erosion of the coastal foreshore and the subsequent
accumulation of sedimentation seawards (progradation) led to the development of coastal
plains, alluvial flats, sand spits and beaches, salt marshes, swamps and lakes. Out of this
progradation process, habitats were formed and a broader range of food resources became
accessible to people. An increase in the utilisation of the coastal perimeter appears to have
begun after the sea levels stabilised, particularly within the last 2,000-3,000 years (Mulvaney
& Kamminga 1999, p274). How well the coastal perimeter and its supporting hinterlands
provided for them determined how intensely people populated the coastal lands. As the
resources increased so did the size and extent of the places of occupation and the activities
that occurred there. Where resources were richest, it was not unusual for the population to be
anything up to three to four times greater than in the hinterland adjacent to it (Mulvaney &
Kamminga 1999, pp274-275).
The earliest known occupation of the region’s coastal lands is 3,700 years ago, just south of
present-day Nowra. People living in this region used the resources that could be hunted from
either the sea or the lands of the immediate area. These resources included shellfish, fish and
birds from the estuary, beaches and rock platforms; and small marsupials, bandicoot and
swamp wallaby from the adjacent wetlands. On the part of the coast immediately adjacent to
the frontier lands of Ngunawal territory, during the past few hundred years at least, the focus
was on the resources of the sea although the sparsity of archaeological research makes it
difficult to determine whether this was all year round or on a seasonal basis. If it was only
seasonal then they probably would have remained on the coastline in the summer and
retreated into the adjacent hinterlands in the winter (Mulvaney & Kamminga 1999, p289).
Occupation seemed to be densest in the alluvial flats and river terraces of the larger valleys
like the Shoalhaven, Clyde, Tuross, Endrick and Bega Rivers. One of the largest known
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campsites was located 20 kilometres inland in the coastal ranges near the Pigeon House
Mountains and dates to about 4,000 years ago (Mulvaney & Kamminga 1999, p290).
However, further archaeological work near Sassafras, just north of Pigeon House Mountain
and east of the ranges of the coastal escarpment and the southern tablelands, places people in
this region of the coastal hinterland at least 19,000 years ago (Boot 1994).
An 1846 sketch of the homestead of Hugh Gordon at Manar on the western side of the
Shoalhaven River near Braidwood shows that there were Aboriginal Australians still camping
nearby (Clarke 1991 (1986), p118). In the other direction, on the eastern side of the river,
Thomas Braidwood Wilson employed Aboriginal Australians on stock and farm duties at
Braidwood in 1841 and on occasion there were more than 50 Aboriginal Australian men,
women and children staying on his property (Clarke 1991 (1986), pp41-42). In 1846, while
settlers were taking up the early grants, the entire Aboriginal Australian population of the
County of St Vincent was recorded as numbering 150. Early settlers recalled large gatherings
at Meroo, Jembaicumbene and Araluen, with Boro and in later years the Currockbilly Range
(near Pigeon House Mountain) being the locations of initiation ceremonies (Palerang Council
1998). Well-watered floodplains such as these of the Shoalhaven River would have supported
many of the camps of Aboriginal Australians and colonial settlers alike.
REACHING A MORE COMPREHENSIVE UNDERSTANDING OF NGUNAWAL
TERRITORY
In the context of Flood’s question of why sites are located where they are (discussed in
Chapter 7.1) I focus once again on the environment. There are correlations between the dates
provided by this archaeology, the changes in climate and vegetation and, particularly, the
forming and reforming of the major swamplands of the well-watered floodplains of the
Shoalhaven and the Murrumbidgee Rivers.
The tendency of these floodplains towards waterlogging is reflected in some of the names
given to various areas of the frontier lands on the east and the west sides of Ngunawal
territory; Long Swamp, Boro swamp and Bombay swamp - which are now, after land
clearing, known as Mulloon Creek (Sheedy, B. pers. comm. 24 October 1998), Boro Creek
and Bombay Creek. The major peat lands in the region of Ngunawal territory are Mulloon
Creek Swamp, Rotten Swamp, Snowy Flats, Tom Gregory Bog, Ginini Flats, Cotter Source
Bog, Nursery Swamp and Yaouke Swamp (Hope 2003).
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Figure 34 Major peat swamplands that were formed and reformed during the past 10,000 years
(after Hope 2003).

After clearing of the trees by colonial settlers, increasing runoff meant that the long, gently
sloping swampy pockets of floodplain developed eroded gullies and incised creek channels
more rapidly than they may otherwise have. A case in point is Mulloon Creek, which was
already mapped as an intermittent stream by 1837.1 The swamp or peat bog had formed in the
middle to downstream parts of the floodplain some time around 3,000-4,000 years ago, on top
of a degraded mire, which originally formed 12,000 years ago, from the accumulation of fine
sediments overlaying gravels from the ancient Shoalhaven River system (Hope 2003, p74;
Johnson & Brearley 2006, pp661-674). However, shortly after settlers began clearing the
lands of this region, erosion increased rapidly. Sediment covered the swamp and floodplain
deposits to help change the swamp to the grass bog of the present day (Johnson & Brearley
2006, pp661-674; Hope 2003; Hope, Macphail & Keaney 2006, pp3-4).
The original forests containing Manna Gum trees (E. Viminalis), which occur right across
Ngunawal territory, supported large numbers of koalas (Tyndale-Biscoe 2005, pp242-243),

1
‘Plan of part of the counties of Argyle and Murray, shewing the Estates of Mathew Anderson Esq.’ 1837, courtesy of Jo and
Forbes Gordon.
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and no doubt other tree dwelling marsupials as well. The availability of nectar and insects
such as moths and beetles in the spring and summer and Manna gum and wattle sap in the
winter also provided tree dwelling mammals such as sugar gliders with variable diets
throughout the year (Smith 1982, pp149-166). The continual availability of these treedwelling mammals in large quantities equally encouraged the presence of people in the
region.
People would have used the rich supply of sugary gum of the Manna Gum trees, and used the
leaves, smoked over a fire, to reduce fever. They would have used the Manna Gum timber for
shields and the burls on the trunks for water carriers (Costermans 1983 (1981), p360;
Museum Victoria 2007). The vegetation, waterfowl and other animal life of the swamplands
and the abundant resources of the forests would have been a bountiful food supply.
Snow Gums on the perimeter of the lowlands, indicating the presence of frost hollows,
suggest that people would have camped on the higher ground away from the cold of the damp
lowlands. The presence of snakes feeding off frogs and other small animals found in and
around the swamplands would also have kept people to the higher ground when not actually
hunting or gathering.
In the southern highlands, on the south-western side of Ngunawal territory, Argue (1995)
suggests, on the basis of the archaeological evidence, the lower open valley floors were used
for a full range of day to day living activities and long-term camps all year round, and were
the focus of ceremonial gatherings during the summer. On the other hand, the areas of higher
plateau were used for brief seasonal visits while travelling from place to place, or short-term,
temporary camps. Argue further maintains that, contrary to the earlier hypotheses of Flood
(1973) and Bowdler (1981), the region of the present-day Kosciuszko and Namadgi National
Parks and the ranges and valleys along the upper and middle present-day Murrumbidgee
River (forming the frontier of the southern highlands to the southwest of Ngunawal territory)
provided rich food and tool-making resources (Argue 1995, pp30-36). I suggest that the
floodplains, swamplands and forests of Lake George and the Shoalhaven River (forming the
frontier of the southern highlands on the eastern side of Ngunawal territory) probably did
likewise.
The following mind-map (Figure 35) illustrates how I apply my perception of those frontier
lands and Lake George to connect different types of spaces and places (described in previous
chapters) across Ngunawal territory.
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Figure 35 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.

SUMMARY:
MY EMERGENT PERCEPTION OF NGUNAWAL TERRITORY AS ILLUSTRATED IN
FIGURE 35 AND DESCRIBED IN CHAPTER 7
My perception of Ngunawal territory is of an unenclosed interactive space that can be
interpreted as various landscapes, each with different yet interrelated origins that are
culturally embedded in the depths of the earth’s geomorphology as much as in the formation
of personal ecological relationships. These various landscapes are experienced as different
integrated social, cultural and environmental spaces, defined by ecological frontiers and by
places of personal experience and family connections. I have used my perception of a group

323

of four interconnected places (Yass, Queanbeyan, Lake George and Braidwood)2 to locate my
understanding of how pathways link those various types of connections specifically, and the
people of the western plains of inland NSW to the people of the east coast generally. The
pathway between the western plains and the coast adjoins the highlands and the foothills of
the Snowy Mountains ranges at about the 1,000 metres contour line (above that altitude the
ecological differences between the coast and the inland are less obvious). My experience of
Ngunawal territory is that it is, by nature, transitional; the interconnecting frontier space
between three different ecological systems.
As Figure 35 illustrates, there are no absolute boundaries enclosing territory. Territory can be
perceived from the overlapping dates of the movement of people across the landscape and of
the forming and reforming of the major swamplands of the Shoalhaven and the
Murrumbidgee Rivers. Climate and vegetation provided well-resourced corridors between
these food bowls, which were both near silcrete outcrops and at the margins of territory.
My diagram is more of how I perceive Ngunawal territory as different, interconnected
landscape perspectives of ecological identification. By this I mean that Ngunawal territory is
an open space of pathways, a local network of mountain ranges and river corridors linking, at
one level, the frontiers of adjoining headwaters, food bowls, ancient lake catchments and
swamplands, sources of material for tool-making, and places significant in the life and death
events of family relationships. On another level, that mundane interaction is interwoven into
or, perhaps more accurately, underscored by a greater national network of inter-group trade
and other social and cultural relations. The meeting places of southern Aboriginal Australian
socio-cultural groups are linked by the ancient Murrumbidgee and Shoalhaven (and Lachlan)
River systems. The significance of these different pathways can only be appreciated in the
context of a Dreaming trail when the Ngunawal creation story and the various residences of
key Ngunawal spirit ancestors are known and understood.
The reconceptualisation of Ngunawal territory in terms of interactive space has been told as a
transcultural spatial narrative (illustrated in Figure 35) connecting what I have learnt of the
multiple levels of sensitivity necessary to juxtapose the spiritual and the material realms as
co-existing forms of knowledge, subjective experience and abstract concepts.

2

My diagram illustrates only my general understanding of the Ngunawal perception of territory. The Ngunawal community
has compiled a map that locates a myriad of places of special connection that specifically define Ngunawal territory, based on
their own knowledge, experience and culture.
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The diagram of Figure 35 is a more evolved manifestation of my empathic understanding of
Ngunawal territory, the outcome of a series of transformative threshold moments illustrated
by Chapters 6 and 7. However, the ultimate outcome of the research project is the synthesis of
emergent methodology with empathic understanding that made my diagram of Ngunawal
territory possible. The following chapter presents an explanation and diagrams of how I
perceive that synthesis to have worked.
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CHAPTER 8
CONCLUSION – THE SYNTHESIS OF EMERGENT METHODOLOGY
WITH EMPATHIC UNDERSTANDING
Because this thesis is about interactive space it is also about empathic relationships and
developing the appropriate terms and the medium to communicate a transcultural spatial
narrative. In rethinking the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape in terms of ecological frontiers
of environment, body and mind I have used a transdisciplinary approach. I focus on
reconceptualising Ngunawal territory as an interactive space centred on threshold moments
that are pivotal to understanding the experience of a transforming self (self-in-environment).
Consequently, the basic questions that define both my personal and researcher perspectives of
Ngunawal territory emerge out of a methodology that is itself emergent. I realise that some
parts of what I have written will not be as the Ngunawal community would see or experience
them, the narrative being a hybrid perspective, communicating my own transforming
perception as a researcher, not theirs. The exegeses, and the terms used to present them,
become a spatial narrative about what it means to understand experience in interactive space,
while making perceivable the movement and change associated with the transformation of my
personal and researcher perspectives.
Generating an empathic understanding is about the ability to read and understand people, to
resonate with others. In the context of Ngunawal culture this means learning to understand
people involved in a deep ecological relationship with other, being the land and its waters. I
have found that communication of a hybrid perspective of the physical and metaphorical
dimensions of that relationship – presenting my empathic understanding - relies on the use of
adequate signals and symbols. The exegesis is the tool for making tangible the movement
between the subjective and abstract reasoning of my transdisciplinary approach, providing a
broad and variable perspective and a language base. Recalling my reference to Lyotard (in the
Introduction and in Chapter 6.2), the question of making visible that there is something that
cannot be seen, I approach my methodology and an empathic understanding of Ngunawal
territory with the view that the emergence of transformation and empathy is perceivable but
neither, in themselves, can be seen. I have drawn diagrams (Figure 36 a), 36 b)) for my
audience to see how I perceive my emergent methodology and empathic understanding to
form a synthesis; each influences and makes apparent the movement of the other. Figure 35
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(in Chapter 7.3), a diagram of my perception of the workings of territory, is a tool to show
that the synthesis works.
Figure 36 a) This diagram shows where the emergent methodology fits in the paradigm of my
empathic research experience (refer to Figure 1). The broken circle is a symbol for the emergent
methodology, the process being permeable and subject to internal and external influences. The diagram
illustrates the way I conduct the interaction of practice and theory and shows that the methodology has not been
imposed from outside the process. The emergent methodology is located right at the centre of the dynamic of
practice and theory, being a catalyst for threshold moments in interactive space.

Socially constituted knowledge

Threshold
moment in
interactive
space

THRESHOL

Self- aware critical researcher

Figure 36 a) shows how I critically challenge my preconceptions of Ngunawal territory by
transforming myself using the experience of a threshold moment. I reflect on what I learn
from my creative practical interaction with Ngunawal ways of knowing. Environmental,
community and personal perspectives shape the formative, disciplinary and cultural processes
in a reflexive interaction of internal and external influences. The action of transforming self
by rethinking pre-existing ideas with new knowledge (reflexivity) is key to the exegesis,
generating new signals and symbols with which to articulate reconceptualised concepts in
order to affect the values and principles of broader theory and research practice (as praxis).
Refer to Figure 36 b) for detail of the dotted circle in Figure 36 a), the threshold moment in
interactive space centring on transforming self.
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Figure 36 b) Elaboration of the circle in Figure 36 a) - the role of internal and external influences
in a threshold moment in interactive space. The broken lines of the circle symbolise permeable boundaries
defining personal and researcher experiences and the limits of the research space.

Figure 36 b) demonstrates how the emergence of a threshold moment in the interaction of
reflexivity and praxis works. I provide the internal will that is the generative/regenerative
energy of transforming self. The Ngunawal community’s strong emphasis on the interaction
of personal and environmental is the external influence. Taking the external influences of
community and environmental perspectives and integrating them with the personal, I then
engage historical, ethnographic and arts methods to cope with the multiple levels of
sensitivity and response.
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That engagement means that I can challenge my perception of the history of the community’s
interaction with the environment. This interaction is a living history. It is a culturally
symbolic relationship of personal and environmental space. The resulting transcultural
perspective recognises the socio-cultural landscape as interactive space. Ngunawal
community influences lead to the perception of interactive space as ‘lived in our own time’.
This perspective is grounded in the integration of different ways of knowing and different
perceptions.
Transformation of my own perception occurs by reconceptualising concepts of territory, line,
space and boundaries. These concepts remain relevant to the experience and perception of the
present-day community. As reconceptualising self is key to the exegesis and is communicated
by the spatial narrative of a living history, so it is that personal transformation is key to
rethinking the concepts.
An empathic understanding of territory, line, space and boundaries is important to
reconceptualising the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape. However, knowledge of these
concepts is socially constituted. Therefore perception of the landscape should be understood
as symptomatic of a particular community’s perspective, research methodology and depth of
ecological identification. Empathic researchers will create a collective knowledge by
encouraging the sharing of different ways of knowing and interacting with different
worldviews, while leaving control of culture with the community.
LEARNING ABOUT NGUNAWAL WAYS OF KNOWING
I began learning about Ngunawal ways of knowing by verifying what I could readily see and
understand about the Ngunawal socio-cultural landscape. Focused by the cultural material of
the ‘Melrose Valley’ survey (Chapter 4.1), I recognised that there were connections or
relationships stretching across the landscape and reaching into the earth’s depths that I could
not initially understand. These connections had very little to do with material culture.
Wanting to learn more of what Don and Ruth would only allude to during that survey caused
me to take the next step and focus on the importance of intangible relationships in the context
of material culture.
I realised that recognising the intangibles in a socio-cultural landscape is not only about
presenting my perception of them. Recognition also concerns understanding how I come to
experience and thus work with them. The emerging question becomes one of methodology
and understanding - finding the appropriate means to create and present new knowledge of
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things I did not already know how to experience. For me, as the researcher, perception and
understanding are interrelated and underpin one another. However, what I learn of Ngunawal
culture, being socially constituted, raises issues of ownership of knowledge and culture.
So as not to appropriate Ngunawal culture, betray confidentiality or, at the same time, unduly
privilege or politically endorse Ngunawal knowledge and culture over others, I work toward
creating a hybrid perspective. However, that hybrid perspective will reflect a mutually agreed
position that has been specifically shaped by my interaction with Ngunawal ways of knowing
and perceiving the world. Again, methodology and understanding are intertwined.
Ngunawal culture is fundamentally centred on ecological relationships that are inextricably
social and cultural and environmental. Therefore, if I start to focus on the space of those
relationships - the space that exists between, within and around cultural objects - not on the
objects themselves, I begin to perceive the socio-cultural landscape in terms of interactive
space. Focusing on the interactive space of an ecological relationship is a critical turning point
in developing empathy with Ngunawal ways of knowing and experiencing the world.
However, understanding Ngunawal territory evolves from a strong emphasis on an interaction
between the personal and the environmental, interactive space ‘lived in our own time’.
Clearly I need to integrate multiple disciplines to deal with the personal and the
environmental in the one dialogue. Interpreting someone else’s personal perception and their
experience of an ecological relationship creates doubt about my ability to understand what I,
as the researcher, perceive. How, then, do I know when I understand the experience? What
does it mean to understand experience when that experience is, and is of, recognising and
working with something that is, to me, intangible?
The emergence of this question directly addresses Locke’s assertion (Introduction p3) that
human knowledge and its limitations are ultimately the consequence of what can be
constructed from what happens in experience, either through the observation of the external
practical world or from what can be presented of that experience through our internal thought
processes.
As a postmodern/poststructural thinker, knowing the extent to which I understand something
that I perceive to be intangible will be about verification of both experience and perception.
Presenting an interaction between the personal and the environmental is critical in the process
of verifying my understanding. To do that I adapt the concept of a storied line to present my
reconceptualisation of line and space in terms of permeable boundaries between mind, body
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and environment as a hybrid perspective. Knowing that the hybrid perspective I present is
only one of the multiple perspectives that can potentially be created means that my
understanding will only ever be partial and incomplete.
I decide that the only way I will ever go close to knowing if I understand the experience of
Ngunawal ecological relationships is to work reflexively, which is why I create an alternative
reflexive research space in which to generate new knowledge from a personal experience of
Ngunawal territory. I also identify key aspects of Ngunawal ecological relationships and
explore the interaction of Ngunawal ways of knowing with my own. Reflecting on that
interaction, I am able to feed formative practical knowledge back into the cognitive process of
generating ideas and concepts, supported by dialogue with Don and Ruth, and existing
broader practice and theory. To that purpose the reflexive process of the exegesis structures
the interaction of experience and reflection. Knowledge, while never being knowledge of the
‘whole’ story, is socially constituted through an agreed-upon empathic understanding.
It is important to communicate the development of my methods and understanding to my
audience, so that they can trace the movement and change of practical and conceptual
processes. I use a spatial narrative to convey the interaction of methodology and empathic
understanding. In the end, my thesis comes to be about a synthesis of the two. The synthesis
of an emergent methodology with empathic understanding occurs in me, the transforming
self.
Tindale’s 1974 map of tribal boundaries is a catalyst as I work towards empathic
understanding, reconceptualising concepts of territory, line, space and boundaries. As
interactive space, territory is perceived as a hybrid space defined by boundaries that are
permeable frontiers rather than absolute borders. The environment can be perceived as
multiple unenclosed landscapes of different but interacting dimensions and competing
perspectives. The different dimensions and perspectives do not merge, they are juxtaposed,
and my own worldview changes to fit with another. The spatial narrative communicates that
juxtaposition and transformation also.
It then becomes a matter of working with these different ways of knowing and different forms
of experience and perception of the world, together, using one empathic research paradigm.
Centring on transforming self, a focus on interactive space becomes a way to explore the
intangible relationships of Ngunawal culture, providing me with an empathic interpretation of
culture without appropriating it. Ngunawal culture grounds me in a deep ecological
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relationship. In the meantime I develop a hybrid system of signals and symbols that are open
to new and changing experiences and perceptions of an interaction of personal and researcher
perspectives. The hybrid perspective emerges, partly from my transdisciplinary approach to
accommodating multiple disciplines in the research methodology and partly through the
interaction of Ngunawal culture with my own. The exegeses, communicated as a spatial
narrative, provide the means by which my audience can participate in and thus trace that
emergence.
THE SPATIAL NARRATIVE
My spatial narrative is about the juxtaposition of people, places and events; being so, my
transcultural spatial narrative of the transformation of my personal and researcher
perspectives is about the act of placing seemingly disparate elements of social, cultural and
environmental experience and perception side-by-side or overlapping, to interact creatively in
close spatial or symbolic relationship. This means that my audience, having focused on the
specific details of individual elements constituting interactive space, must also step back (just
as they would to view the overall spatial relationship of a collage or assemblage) in order to
see the various depths and angles of perspective and textures of experience, which
concurrently exist, interact and emerge. The key terms that I develop refer to the processes of
emergence, of methodology and of empathic understanding, simultaneously revealing
characteristics of the interactive space of Ngunawal culture as I experience it.
My aim is to learn how an ecological relationship, in which people and environment are
inseparable, works in practice. I interpret the environment as juxtaposing landscapes using a
pictorial and word construction of particular vistas and general overviews. The influence of
ancient and present-day rivers and lakes in shaping the geomorphology is viewed in the
context of reconceptualising concepts of line and space, for example. I also use ecological
characteristics such as altitude, the climate, vegetation and geology to define a particular
environment and a specific type of landscape as Ngunawal territory and different to others.
However, each landscape, described as perceived differences, is part of a broader environment
and an even broader ecological context. Social and cultural signals and symbols are
inextricable in determining my perception of the environment as a socio-cultural landscape. I
form a sense of place and identity through the practical experience of an interaction of the
personal and the environmental, themselves being two different aspects of interactive space.
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I develop ways to reflect on what I experience of Don and Ruth’s physical, cognitive and
spiritual interaction with the rocks and waters of Ngunawal territory, which is also an
interaction of personal and environmental space. Don and Ruth’s interaction with their
environment (an ecological relationship), experienced and perceived in a socially and
culturally self-conscious way, is what I have called ecological identification. My own
processes of establishing critical self-awareness within this social, cultural and environmental
interaction contribute insight into the things I perceive to be intangible. Recognising that these
intangibles exist and are important to my interpretation of a socio-cultural landscape is vital.
A critically aware experience of the intangibles through an interaction of personal and
environmental space, as transforming self, is key to perceiving, understanding and ultimately
communicating ecological identification as an unmediated transcultural perspective.
Transforming self requires a reliance on new knowledge generated from critical selfawareness in the practical experience of different places in interactive space. I begin this
process at the junction of the Molonglo and Queanbeyan Rivers, where I live at Oaks Estate,
in Ngunawal territory. The junction provides a safe and familiar alternative research space in
which to explore the challenges of recognising and working with permeable boundaries
between mind, body and environment. Working in the environment of the junction of the two
rivers recognises the significance of the role of rivers and water, generally, in the experience
and perception of Ngunawal territory. I explore the internal and external agents that influence
the transformation of my personal and researcher perspectives, using a reflexive interaction of
practical (Chapter 6) and cognitive reasoning (Chapter 3).
I then step out of the familiarity of my alternative research space. Guided at first by the Elders
and, later, unguided, I experience adjacent and overlapping layers of history of the landscape
through the changing here and now of my own time – as a living history (Chapter 7). I
reflexively feed that new knowledge and perception into the theoretical underpinnings of my
emergent methodology (Chapter 4 and 5).
On my first occasions of learning about Ngunawal culture by interacting with my
environment I walked with the Elders at ‘Melrose Valley’ and in the bushland at Stirling Park.
That experience confirms for me that Ngunawal ways of knowing, and thus culture, are about
a personal relationship with Ngunawal territory. Sharing knowledge that emerges from the
experience of walking the land, looking out into the landscape and interacting with the
environment we are walking in are all key to its interpretation.
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Later, I participate as a member of the Ngunawal team of an archaeological survey at the
HQJOC site at Bungendore. This survey confirmed that the typical heritage consultation
process still uses material culture to define the principle significance of a place in the
landscape. It also confirms that Ngunawal territory is a network of places of different levels of
physical, cognitive and emotional connection on a pathway. Don asked me to write a ‘story’
(a general interpretation of the socio-cultural landscape) about the HQJOC site in terms of it
being a place on a pathway. That story has become the basis of Chapter 7.1 and leads to the
writing of Chapter 7.2.
Following my writing of that story, Don and Ruth spoke of two pivotal and interrelated points
of the Ngunawal perspective: that Ngunawal history is a ‘living history’ and that the sociocultural landscape that I perceive as interactive space is ‘lived in our own time’. That gives
me the form of words with which to begin articulating a transcultural perspective. Don and
Ruth’s words also confirmed for me the importance of addressing the different cultural
emphasis on the interaction of the personal and the environmental while underlining the
interrelationship of the past with the present in that interaction.
I then went to Lake George, this time on my own. The landscape has been changed by the
waters, as illustrated by the remnant channel scars on the Lake George escarpment and the
exposed granite on the plains. The experience of the Lake George environment, for me,
demonstrates how the power of the ancient waters shapes the pathways of environmental and
personal connection, as living history. Governor’s Hill, also being a remnant of the ancient
watercourses that no longer flow, becomes a subject of my own ecological identification, as I
perceive human-like forms emerging in the changing light of my eroded environment. My
experience illustrates how it may be that the ancient landscape is still alive and relevant to
present-day relationships with Ngunawal culture as well as my own – the interactive space of
the socio-cultural landscape lived in our own time.
The Lake George experience leads me to a better understanding of the connection of people to
places, of how pathways define territory and link the past with the present, and connect
ecological and human frontiers of environment, mind and body. Storied pathways (storied
lines) can link people of different cultural origins (of different times and places) through the
personal sensibilities of and responses to the changing physical environment. In that sense I
am communicating a type of storied line of renewal, transformation of self. I am mapping the
pathway connecting the different occasions (the threshold moments) that provide me with a
new ability to experience or perceive something, where previously I had none. (Figure 36 a)
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and 36 b) illustrate how this ability is generated through a synthesis of emergent methodology
with empathic understanding).
In another sense, my storied line makes visible to others the opportunities that the land and its
waters offer for participation in a rich and deep ecological identification, physically,
cognitively, emotionally and spiritually. On those terms, the land and its waters are not empty
spaces between symbolic material objects and features. Permeable boundaries are the
ecological frontiers of interaction, change and variability between the physical, emotional and
cognitive aspects of mind, body and environment. There will always be an exchange between
internal and external influences, and I discuss this at length in Chapters 6.1 and 6.2. In terms
of ecological identification, internal and external influences will affect the evolution of self.
Transforming self, both personally and as a researcher, in turn, affects my ability to present
what initially appears to me to be unpresentable. An evolving self will be influenced by
personal emotions and preconceptions, physical environmental conditions, and the
philosophies and theories governing the understanding of abstract concepts. I discuss all of
these things in Chapter 4.
For me to show how I might work with my perception of the intangibles that I perceive to
exist, I need both to change and to cross cultural boundaries, as I will explain. At various
points in my research project my worldview is challenged by something that did not fit within
its parameters. This challenge comes from issues of life and death of family members and
from the permeable nature of boundaries between the personal and the environmental of
Ngunawal ecological identification. A tension develops. After reflection, I introduce the
subjectivity of my experience into abstract concepts about the nature of boundaries between
self and environment, and how issues of life and death affect the perception of those
boundaries. What emerges is a more integrated worldview where that which did not fit, now
has a place.
Internal and external influences provide the catalysts for changing individual worldviews.
This is something I embrace because it allows me to engage with different subjective
experiences and abstract ideas. I think about creating and experiencing tensions differently.
Internal tensions come from the negatives of uncertainty and vulnerability on the one hand
and, on the other, the constructive, positive energies of creating space for myself to reflect on
things I do not understand through a type of meditation and deep contemplation. In using an
emergent methodology (as has Somerville before me) I become receptive, overcoming the
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rejection and omission that are usually associated with not knowing and not being able to
understand something.
External catalysts such as:
•

the internal and external connectivity of Bohm

•

Bronwyn Davies’ ‘troubling’ of boundaries between things that are usually perceived
as separate, and ecopsychology’s receptivity to the notion of permeable boundaries
between mind, body and environment

•

Paul Davies’ problematical connection between the world of ideas and that which can
be experienced

•

the anti-foundational influences of Nietzsche’s reflexivity and Ryle’s anti-essentialism

•

the changing reflexive tension between modern and postmodern/poststructural theory;
my own reconceptualisation of the socio-cultural landscape as interactive space

•

the idea of a shared understanding to create a socially constituted perspective;

all work to balance the inadequacies of empiricism, rationalism and modernist theory which I
discuss. In addition to that are the external influences of my relationship with the Ngunawal
Elders and the land and waters of the physical environment.
USING A SPATIAL NARRATIVE TO CREATE THE INTERNAL/EXTERNAL TENSION
WITH WHICH TO CHALLENGE MY OWN WORLDVIEW
An internal/external tension in an empathic research paradigm contributes the dynamics
necessary to transform my own worldview through an interaction of reflexivity and praxis.
The spatial narrative juxtaposes the interaction of history, ethnography and visual arts
methods (Chapter 4) with the reflexive, practical philosophy of Ngunawal ways of knowing,
the anti-foundational/anti-essentialist influences of Nietzsche and Ryle, Lefebvre, de Certeau,
Bhabha and Soja, and the changing perception and emancipatory voice of postmodern and
poststructural theory.
The exegesis (discussed in Chapter 5) generates the signals and symbols of my spatial
narrative, and fits hand in glove with transforming self through reflexivity and praxis. The
exegesis centres on an interaction of practice and reflection and reshapes the creative
threshold moments of ecological identification into epistemological and ontological questions.
The experience of transforming self in the context of ecological relationship is reversioned
through my reflexive interaction with socially constituted knowledge. Theory is built on
practice, emerging out of knowledge formed from a personal interaction with Ngunawal

336

territory rather than starting with theoretical predispositions. Accepting practice as one part of
the initial stage of knowledge creation means that lessons learnt from my transdisciplinary
engagement with Ngunawal ways of knowing and other external influences of philosophy and
theory are reflexively fed back into the cultural and social systems of the broader research
context in an unmediated way.
I eventually arrive at a perception of Ngunawal territory (Chapter 7.3) as an open catchment
system that integrates the ancient Murrumbidgee and Shoalhaven (and Lachlan) river
corridors, drawing together a network of present-day rivers that provide a generally east-west
orientation across the southern tablelands. Those ancient corridors provided reliable food and
water resources for camping grounds and meeting places. At the edges of those same
corridors were the frontiers of seasonal swamplands that had acted (extensively in the past
and to a far lesser extent in the present) as rich and diverse food bowls and provided material
for toolmaking for the various groups that lived in and visited the region over many thousands
of years (Figure 35).
As to the question of intangibility and knowing if I understand Ngunawal territory as an
experience of Ngunawal ecological relationship: I know, because the Ngunawal community
told me that my diagram (Figure 35), which illustrates the extent of my understanding of the
key frontiers and features of Ngunawal territory, fits with their own map of Ngunawal places
and with their own understanding. This shows that my methodology is appropriate and that
my transcultural spatial narrative is adequate to the task of interpreting Ngunawal territory. I
have a clear indicator for having learnt something about what I could not initially understand
or know how to experience. Having reached this point, however, I also realise that my
diagram of Ngunawal territory can serve only to present a threshold moment with which to
extend the spatial dialogue with the Ngunawal community.
Although I have presented a hybrid perspective of Ngunawal territory, that perspective will
never be complete. Using a transdisciplinary approach to complement multiple ways of
experiencing will only ever generate knowledge and perception that moves and changes. New
knowledge of Ngunawal territory is shaped both by the sources from which it is constituted
and by the nature of the existing knowledge into which it is being reflexively fed. Socially
constituted knowledge (being generated from variable experience and perception) will never
be final and absolute. I can never assume, even if I were Ngunawal, that being Ngunawal
would open the way to essential and unchanging truths or to the all-knowing will of some
Ngunawal power. My spatial narrative of Ngunawal territory may be comprehensive;
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however, the perspective and knowledge that is presented will only ever be one part of a more
extensive storied line.
Recognising the oral traditions of Ngunawal culture, I have come to define territory, as Don
and Ruth articulate it, by frontiers of an ecological and a narrative space. My perception of the
permeability of the defining boundaries of ecological environments and narrative spaces
influences which disciplines I choose to communicate what I perceive and experience. I
juxtapose historical narratives, contemporary theory, what Don and Ruth taught me of
Ngunawal ways of knowing, and my personal narrative of prose and created images. The
question of connecting the abstract conception of line and space with the concrete reality of
my lived experience of ecological identification (Chapter 5) is answered by a creative
engagement between the reflexivity of the exegesis and the juxtaposition of spatial narrative.
The use of spatial narrative effectively maps as territory the pathways that link people, places
and events of the past and the present while the exegesis process shifts focus between
subjective experiences and abstract thoughts.
I use five different but interconnected exegeses to communicate the genealogy, in the
Foucaultian sense (Chapter 6.2, pp159-160) of a transforming personal empathy with
environment and community as a spatial narrative. These exegeses present, rather than
represent, the practical experience of Ngunawal connections to the land and its waters. I
challenge the role of internal and external influences shaping the research paradigm. I
reconceptualise existing historical narratives as a ‘living history’ - interactive space ‘lived in
our own time’. I look at how I perceive, experience and think about the concepts and
boundaries of a socio-cultural landscape. I look at (Chapter 4.1) how adequately my methods
and the language I generate enable me to perceive and experience new concepts of line and
space, and to what degree it lets me explore the permeable boundaries between mind, body
and environment.
The original British perspective of the socio-cultural landscape of Australia was that of Terra
Nullius, a view that has since been judged as mistaken. Given that, I see no alternative than to
challenge the concepts that led to that perspective and work toward a genuine transcultural
alternative. I think that we, as researchers, are faced with two choices. We can stay within our
own original worldview and not change or we can alter both our ways of knowing and our
methods of perceiving the world in order to create a hybridity of signals and symbols, and to
experience a more comprehensive perception of reality. The emergent methodology, through
which I generate my empathic understanding, is obviously grounded in the latter choice.
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In creating a hybridity of signals and symbols, we would not prejudice any one source or form
of knowledge, experience or perception over another. Felt emotions, practical insight or
unseeable connections, perhaps spoken of but never having been written in a history book or
historical journal, would be as important as historical documentation. We would not be telling
the community who or what they are, on the basis of presumptions and pre-existing theories,
or be using the nature of the objects and boundaries of our own cultural values to prescribe
criteria of significance for others. As researchers, we would find ways of identifying
ecological relationships in terms of interactive space as well as cultural symbolism, and thus
be better able to verify knowledge through continuing dialogue using a genuine exchange of
ideas and experiences.
A genuine exchange on this basis relies on the belief that what is being shown and spoken
about is an open and honest account. That belief, itself, requires a strong reciprocal trust and
respect between all participants. Openness and trust lead to good and reliable conditions in
which to generate new knowledge. We would show the community that we are listening to
them, hearing what they are saying; that we understand where they are coming from and,
above all, that we are trying to learn.
To do this I have taken socially constituted knowledge to be a transformative integration that
builds theory from my practical engagement with Ngunawal ways of knowing and from new
knowledge reflexively generated by that engagement. Culture shapes the practical knowledge
of social space into a conceptualised system of signals and symbols. However, cultural
knowledge is itself socially constituted through the intermediary self in relationship with
environmental other. The existence of intangibles, the things that make the various aspects
defining the relationships of one socio-cultural group invisible to the perception of another, is
largely due to the inadequacy of the systems governing what we know and how we
experience and perceive the world around us. This inadequacy is my reason for opening,
rather than closing, the boundaries of my own knowledge and belief systems to the creative
tensions generated by internal and external influences.
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APPENDIX 1
GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
Anti-essentialism: The philosophical view that there is no single essential property or
characteristic that can precisely define or describe the totality of a particular type of existence.
The mind, body and environment are perceived as different forms of a single logical entity
(interactive space).
Anti-foundational: By anti-foundational I mean there is no fundamental philosophical belief,
principle or approach that provides the whole meaning of a concept. Instead, the meaning of a
concept evolves with the movement between different sources of knowledge (the interaction
of reflexivity and praxis).
Ecological identification: The process by which an individual or community establishes selfawareness in the social, cultural and environmental interaction of an ecological relationship
(forms a sense of place and identity on the basis of an interaction of personal and
environmental signals and symbols).
Epistemology: Epistemology concerns the nature, limitations and sources of knowledge,
taking ‘knowledge’ as a subset of beliefs. In the case of this thesis, I use multiple ways of
knowing as an application of epistemology, to impose logic on, and test the logic of, my
beliefs. Foucault wrote of the archaeology (or later, genealogy) of epistemes, or ways of
knowing for certain.
Interactive space: The space of social, cultural and environmental interaction that occurs
between, within and around the objects of a socio-cultural landscape. The social, cultural and
environmental aspects and competing interests of personal and environmental interaction are
juxtaposed as multiple perspectives of reality. Rather than focusing on the tangibility of
objects, I focus on the interaction of social, cultural and environmental signals and symbols of
the interactive space between, within and around the objects. Interactive space is a continuum
of the physical and the non-physical past and present of an ecological relationship. In
interactive space the idea of the future is recognised through the intentions of the narrator or
of the narrative voices as interactive space is presented to an audience.
Juxtaposition: The act of placing different elements in side-by-side (adjoining or parallel) or
overlapping positions, so that those elements creatively interact in close spatial or symbolic
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relationship. Juxtaposition is a term used in the visual arts. For my purposes, the meaning is in
the context of collage and Cubism.
Landscape: The environment perceived as a pictorial construction using a particular vista,
subjective focus, conceptual perspective or ecological characteristic.
Ontology: Develops the categories we use to distinguish the nature of entities that we believe
to exist. To work with the physical and non-physical dimensions as binaries, I perceive the
socio-cultural landscape to be a spatial entity that is both physical and non-physical, which I
call interactive space.
Permeable boundaries: Permeable boundaries are the ecological frontiers of interaction,
change and variability between mind, body and environment; recognising that there will
always be an exchange of internal and external influences.
Socio-cultural landscape: When social and cultural aspects and interests are inextricable
agents in defining the perception of the environment as a landscape.
Spatial narrative: A spatial narrative is about juxtaposition of people, places and events
(Turnbull 2005); being so, my spatial narrative is about the act of placing seemingly disparate
elements of experience and perception side-by-side (adjoining or parallel) or overlapping, to
creatively interact in close spatial or symbolic relationship. A spatial narrative functions to
create a coherent explanation from apparently incoherent parts.
My spatial narrative juxtaposes different ways of knowing with different experiences and
perceptions of meaning to present an emergent transformative, transdisciplinary, transcultural
perspective of interactive space. The spatial narrative maps physical, cognitive and emotional
pathways that connect people, places and events (spatially and temporally) to reveal the
(permeable) boundaries of social, cultural and environmental interaction of a socio-cultural
landscape.
Territory: Recognising the oral traditions of Ngunawal culture, I perceive territory as the
narrative space of its community (articulated by the Elders). Juxtaposing physical, cognitive,
emotional and spiritual aspects of ecological identification define territory. The boundaries of
territory are permeable frontiers that are subject to the exchange of internal and external
influences emerging from various levels of social, cultural and environmental connection.
The exegesis: A reflexive process of practice and reflection that amounts to a reversioning,
through critical analysis and interpretation, of the subjective knowledge of a creative practical
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experience to locate it within the conceptual systems of broader practice and theory. It is often
used in the visual arts to define and locate, within the broader pre-existing body of theory, the
emerging principles of a new movement.
The intangibles: The intangible aspects of a socio-cultural landscape are the critical
knowledge and perception that we as qualitative researchers initially do not see, feel or know
how to experience, having not previously been a part of the community or the culture by
which they were generated.
Threshold moment: The occasion that provides a new ability to experience or perceive,
when previously there was no sensibility or responsiveness.
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