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Abstract – wangkoorda nganka 3 

 
This study privileges the voices of three Nyikina women and their communities, and looks at 

how they have influenced cultural actions4, economic and self-determination initiatives, 

through filmed interviews and narratives. Collaborative films are used as part of a participatory, 

emancipatory, and strongly Indigenist research design. Through a Foucauldian deconstruction 

of the dominant Western discourses that have underpinned Nyikina women’s lived 

experiences, I seek to empower the women in their constantly evolving social and political 

roles. I examine their agency and  community development aspirations through time, set 

against an increasingly neo-colonial global context. 

 

This thesis deconstructs historical and historiographical discourses, anthropological data, 

legislative policies, development theory, as well as international Indigenous and non-

Indigenous literature on agency and development. It investigates the impacts of the colonial 

state’s development project from colonisation onwards, and describe the three Nyikina sisters’ 

complex interactions with the dominant discourse, bringing to the fore the Nyikina worldview.  

 

In privileging Nyikina voices, through film, this study reveals the often hidden flaws of an 

exclusively market-oriented capitalist economy. The strength and continuity of the women’s 

discourse, despite ever-changing government policies and strategies, is testament to 

Aboriginal people’s resilience, adaptability and innovation. Nyikina women’s voices, fostering 

unity in diversity, have become a significant part of a global Indigenous discourse on 

development alternatives. Their continued agency on the local, national, and international 

stage, demonstrates the significance of booroo, Country, as a decolonising ground in the 

context of global development.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
3 wangkoorda nganka: literally, “short talk” (Hattersley, 2014, pp. 113; 263) 
4 Cultural actions are development activities grounded in Indigenous culture. They aim at generating 
community cultural development, building community capacity, and reducing the impacts of 
disadvantage (Poelina, 2009, pp.29; 33).  
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A Note on Nyikina Language Inclusion – Nyikina nganka 5 
 
Throughout this study I have used italicised Nyikina words in quotations, or in the main text of 

the thesis. Their English translation appears in a footnote at the bottom of the page where they 

are mentioned. The orthography of Nyikina language does not recognise capital letters, 

however, in the interest of clarity, and for the purposes of this thesis, I have used capital letters 

on Nyikina words which refer to a person, a ceremony, an ancestor being, or the name of a 

place.  

 
 
 
 

 

Photograph 3 (Magali McDuffie): Sunset at the Billabong, Udialla 
 
 
 

                                                
5 nganka: language, talk, story, speak (Hattersley, p. 113) 
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Anne Poelina – maboo nganka 6 

 
 

 
 
 
 
         

 

 

 

For me what keeps me strong is Country, and when I am exhausted I go back and I lay on the 

ground, near the billabong, and I can feel the energy of the country coming through me and 

rejuvenating me. So it’s not just connection to country, it’s connection to big landscape, but it’s 

also connection human to human. I don’t call myself a traditional owner, I call myself a traditional 

custodian, and I make that distinction because I don’t own the land, the land owns me. 

 

Anne Poelina, 2017 

 

 

 

 

 
  
                                                
6 maboo nganka: literally, “good words” (Hattersley, 2014, pp. 95; 113) 
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Introduction 

 1. Beginnings 
 

People’s stories have always fascinated me. From as early as I can remember, I spent a 

considerable amount of time with my grandparents. On Sundays, I used to have to go and visit 

their friends with them, mostly in old people’s homes, where I would find myself sitting there, a 

solitary child, under obligation to be “seen but not heard”: so I listened. It became apparent to 

me, very early on, that most people had a story to tell, and that some of them were, in fact, 

quite fascinating. When I was eleven years old, my parents bought a brand new home video 

camera: bulky, unwieldy, and not very user-friendly. After a few weeks of trial and mostly error, 

they handed the camera over to me to see if I could do something with it: this marked the start 

of my unofficial filmmaking career. Wherever we went, the camera never left my side. I 

remember my delight, when, at sixteen, I was presented with a mixing table for my birthday: I 

found out about the technological miracle of putting music and voice-over to my films, and 

creating montages on VHS tapes! My overseas travels, from the age of sixteen onwards, are 

all thoroughly documented on film. Later on, I was always in charge of filming various 

university events, even though my first studies had nothing to do with film. It was not until I 

came to Australia and after I had the opportunity to study for a Masters Degree in Film and 

Television, that filmmaking officially became my career. By then I had had a lot of practice… 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Photograph 4:  

Magali McDuffie, 19 years old  

(Courtesy of Jacqueline Privat) 

 

 

Thanks in part to these early formative experiences, I 

always had a deep-seated belief that people all have a 

story to tell. Like Jean Rouch, the French filmmaker 

credited with the “invention” of cinema-vérité7, I was 

always convinced that their stories “were worth hearing 

and seeing” (Rouch, in Aufderheide, 2008, p. 31).  

 

                                                
7 Cinéma-vérité: literally, “cinema-truth”. This French film movement, which emerged in the 1960s, 
showed people in everyday situations, acting naturally, and authentic dialogues. Filmmakers used hand 
held cameras and minimal editing to convey the feeling of raw, true action (Cinéma-Vérité, 2018) 
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      2. Early Film Experiences 
 
I moved to Australia from France at the age of twenty-two, in the year 2000. I had just 

completed a Masters Degree in Languages and Linguistics, with English as my third language 

after French and German. In 2002, I completed a Masters Degree in Film and Television at 

Bond University. Together with my late husband, Brian McDuffie, I set up a film production 

company, Pandion Pictures, and honed my skills on various environmental and arts projects 

for three years. I became a mother in 2004, while still working full-time as a filmmaker. I had 

the privilege, from the start of my professional life as a filmmaker, to document environmental 

initiatives and people’s stories, two areas of interest to me. Working with local and state 

government organisations, as well as local communities, I directed and produced short films 

such as Homegrown Filmworks (Tweed Shire City of the Arts & McDuffie, 2004), Tweed River 

Projects (Tweed Shire Council, McDuffie & McDuffie, 2008), Families of Fortune (Tweed Shire 

Council & McDuffie, 2009), Sweet Harvests (Tweed Shire Council & McDuffie, 2011), 

Defending Country: Stories of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Service (Serving Our 

Country Project & McDuffie, 2015), and The Yurung Dhaura Project (ACT Environment, 

Planning & Sustainable Development Directorate & McDuffie, 2015), amongst many others.  

In 2005, I had been approached by the Tweed-Gold Coast Aboriginal Community, in Northern 

New South Wales, to record their opposition against the construction of a four-lane highway on 

the border of New South Wales and Queensland. If built, the road was going to destroy an 

important cultural landscape, “Murraba”. During my two-year involvement with the community, 

we recorded the community’s aspirations, knowledge of the site, and the protracted legal and 

political processes they followed in order to make their voices heard, in what became my first 

documentary: Bypassed: The Erosion of Our Cultural and Environmental Landscapes (Tugun 

Cobaki Alliance & McDuffie, 2006). This project introduced me to the complex issues faced by 

Aboriginal communities in the protection of their cultural heritage, particularly in the context of 

development, often resulting in tensions within the community, but more significantly between 

the community and the state. This seemed to me to be as a result of fundamentally polarised 

views of development, and a gap between large, unwieldy institutions and the voices on the 

ground. This experience led me to ask, how best can the agency of Aboriginal communities be 

deployed when they are faced with state and federal governments’ concepts of development 

that many members of the community view as being culturally inappropriate? How might they 

best voice their opposition within the legal and political processes they then have to follow? 

The theme of agency was a recurring one during the formative experiences in my time on the 

Tweed: I began to ask more seriously, where and how do Aboriginal people find agency, and 

how is it expressed and fulfilled? 



 17 

My films became deeply entrenched in Aboriginal Australia: first with the Tweed Aboriginal 

Community, who I have continued to work with to the present day, on such projects Let Your 

GP Know: Be Proud, Think Health (Logan & McMaster, 2006), Tweed Shire City of the Arts 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Program (Tweed Shire Council & McDuffie, 2007), 

Shaping a Distinctive Environment Program (Buckley, 2011), Gangala Jarjums (Mondo 

Images, 2010), Serving Our Country - Tweed Heads Yarn Up (McDuffie, 2015e) 

Inevitably, networks enlarged. I was commissioned by Indigenous Community Volunteers 

(ICV) in Canberra to travel around Australia to produce and direct three short films in Adelaide 

(Indigenous Community Volunteers, McDuffie, & Leha, 2007a), on Palm Island (Queensland) 

(Indigenous Community Volunteers, McDuffie, & Leha, 2007b), and in Parnngurr (Western 

Desert) (Indigenous Community Volunteers, McDuffie, & Leha, 2007c), as well as a series of 

National Community Service Announcements. These films promoted community-driven 

projects and collaborations with ICV volunteers leading to skills transfer.  

 3- The Kimberley 
  

Following a chance meeting and long conversation with Colleen Hattersley, a linguist who had 

been working with Nyikina women in the Kimberley for many years, I was invited to the 

Kimberley by Dr. Anne Poelina, a Nyikina woman and Indigenous Rights campaigner, in 2007. 

A short documentary with Nyikina women, The Nyikina Cultural Centre (Poelina, Perdrisat, & 

McDuffie, 2007), marked the start of our collaboration. The film was intended as a promotional 

piece to support the initiative of a Derby-based not-for-profit organisation, Nyikina Inc., who 

were aiming at setting up a Nyikina Cultural Centre in the town. What was ostensibly only a 

short-term project turned into a long-term collaboration – I have been working with Nyikina 

women on various film projects ever since.  

In 2008, when my husband Brian passed away unexpectedly, Nyikina women supported my 

daughter and I through the terrible aftermath of shock and grief. The generosity Nyikina 

families showed us, whilst themselves fighting their own battles, will never be forgotten. We 

were able to stay in the communities of Balkinjirr and Udialla, and in Broome, for three months 

in 2008, six months in 2009 and 2010, forging life-long friendships and family connections 

which undeniably transcend the PhD process, which had not  been thought of at that stage. 

We continued to produce more films together as different projects were initiated and 

implemented, such as The Majala Wilderness Centre (Poelina, Perdrisat, McDuffie & 

McDuffie, 2008). Over the next ten years, I would go on to work on more than twenty-five films 

with Nyikina women, and numerous other projects with other Aboriginal communities in the 
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region. These films ranged from short films made for funding acquittal purposes, recording 

stories on country, through to educational and fundraising films, and political documentaries: 

the nature of our work evolved with the journey the women and I were somehow on together.   

My professional life as a filmmaker had become deeply entrenched in Aboriginal Australia, and 

with each project, I was able to witness first-hand and to document positive initiatives and 

achievements on the ground by, with and for Aboriginal communities. This was in stark 

contrast with the usually negative images of dysfunctional communities broadcast in the 

Australian mainstream media. This led me to reflect on the role of film in Aboriginal 

communities, particularly as an empowerment tool for people to make their voices heard to the 

wider public, and tell their own story, a technique which some communities had been using 

successfully for many years. I became especially interested in the agency of Nyikina women 

who were able to reaffirm their worldview, identity, and ideals, in an often highly-charged 

political context, and present the alternative narratives of development they were driving in 

their own communities.  

 4- Three Nyikina Sisters 
 

Over the years I came to forge a particularly close relationship with three Nyikina sisters: Lucy 

Marshall, Jeannie Warbie and Dr Anne Poelina. It was Anne who would be the trigger for my 

decision to write a PhD about our work, having herself completed a PhD in 2009. The lived 

experiences of the three women came to encapsulate, in my view, the much wider historical, 

social, political, and development context of the Kimberley, which is why I chose to weave their 

story throughout this thesis. 

 

 

 
Photograph 5: Three sisters. From left to right: Jeannie Warbie, Lucy Marshall,  

and Anne Poelina, Balkinjirr Billabong, 2011 (Courtesy of Ian Perdrisat) 
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Lucy Marshall was born on Mt Anderson Station in 1933 and, like so many Aboriginal people 

in the Kimberley of her era, worked in various pastoral stations on Nyikina country through 

most of her young adult life until the end of the 1960s. Lucy is a remarkable woman by any 

standards. She had six children and fostered more than forty others of all racial backgrounds. 

She was the first woman to be elected on the board of the Kimberley Land Council at the 

beginning of the 1980s, and was a named applicant on the Nyikina-Mangala Native Title claim8 

which resulted in a consent determination in 20149. Lucy has spearheaded many cultural 

initiatives for young Aboriginal people, such as language and culture programs. She initiated 

the plan for a Nyikina Cultural Centre in Derby, and more recently the handover of the title 

deed of the community where she lives, Bidan, as freehold property (“Land returned to Nyikina 

Mangala people,” 2014; Office of the Registrar of Indigenous Corporations, 2014), for the 

community to develop further housing, work, and educational opportunities for its youth. Lucy 

received the Order of Australia Medal on September 4th, 2015 (Trigger & Jones, 2015), 

recognising her life-long commitment as a mentor, foster-carer, educator, negotiator, and 

campaigner for Aboriginal rights in the Kimberley.   

  

Lucy’s younger sister, Jeannie Warbie10, was born at Udialla station. She and Lucy share the 

same mother. She grew up working on different pastoral stations, like Lucy, and continued to 

do so well into her married life. In revealing conversations on film (Poelina, Marshall, Warbie & 

McDuffie, 2015), Wabi talks about the hard work on the stations, even as a young child – 

except for the wet season, when work would cease, and people were able to attend to 

community business, family gatherings, and organise ceremonies. Wabi is the Nyikina 

Language Representative at the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre (KALACC), and 

has been heavily involved in the production of Nyikina Story books and the Nyikina Electronic 

Dictionary with linguist Colleen Hattersley. She collaborated with Dr Virginia Westwood to 

create a language teaching software for the Nyikina language (Westwood, 2012). Wabi lives in 

Broome with her family and regularly travels to different gatherings and community events all 

over the Kimberley and beyond. 

Dr. Anne Poelina, the youngest of three sisters I write about in this thesis, was born and raised 

in Broome, one of twelve children, from a Nyikina mother and a Timorese father. Anne is 

                                                
8 Native title: “Native title is the recognition that Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people have rights 
and interests to land and waters according to their traditional law and customs as set out in Australian 
Law. Native Title is governed by the Native Title Act 1993 (Cth)” (Kimberley Land Council, 2018b). 
9 A decision by an Australian court, usually the Federal Court of Australia, about the existence, nature 
and extent of native title rights and interests in relation to land and waters, which is made when parties 
have reached an agreement, after mediation (Aboriginal Policy and Coordination Unit, 2018). 
10 “Warbie” is Jeannie’s legal surname on her identification papers. However, the Nyikina spelling of her 
name, based on its pronunciation, is “Wabi”. This is the name that she has always wanted me to 
address her by – I have therefore chosen to refer to her as ‘Wabi’ throughout the thesis. 
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representative of a younger generation of Kimberley Aboriginal people who grew up in 

multicultural families, whilst still retaining their links to country and stories. At fifteen, she left 

home to go and study in Perth, completed her schooling, and became a nurse, working all 

over Western Australia. She holds three Masters Degrees, as well as a PhD. In her thesis she 

looked at structural violence and institutional racism by examining the story of her own family 

through the generations (Poelina, 2009). She has worked in Aboriginal Health, in the 

publishing industry for Magabala books, as a senior lecturer in various universities across 

Australia, and has served on various boards of Aboriginal organisations. She is the Director of 

Madjulla Inc., a not-for-profit organisation based in Broome, implementing community cultural 

actions in language, culture, environmental science, education and tourism, towards a 

sustainable culture-conservation economy on country. As an activist, or “actionist”, as she 

prefers to call it (Poelina & Hagan, 2012; Poelina, 2015), she has made her mark on the 

James Price Point campaign against the Woodside Gas Hub, and as a signatory of the 

Redstone Statement in the United States in 2010 (Aillapan et al., 2010). She has presented at 

the Human Rights Commission at UNESCO in Paris in 2012, as well as lobbied in Canberra 

with the Lock The Gate Alliance against coal seam gas and fracking. Dr Anne Poelina has 

attended many international conferences in Australia, New Zealand, Canada, France and 

Scotland, where she has presented our films, always with the idea of bringing the Elders along 

with her as the voices on the ground, from Country. In 2015 she was one of six World 

Indigenous Representatives to attend the Climate Change Conference in Paris to present our 

film Our Shared and Common Future (Poelina & McDuffie, 2015) and in 2016 she presented 

the case of the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River, against the State and Federal Governments, to 

the International People’s Tribunal on the Rights of Nature (Slaughter, 2016; Australian 

People’s Tribunal for Community and Nature’s Rights, 2018). In March 2017 she was 

instrumental in organising the visit of Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, the UN Rapporteur on the Rights 

of Indigenous Peoples, to Broome. In October 2017, Anne received the Women’s Creativity in 

Rural Life Award from the Geneva-based Women’s World Summit Foundation (Titelius, 2017). 

Madjulla Inc. has also partnered with two French universities on a range of science and water 

governance projects. With the support and mentoring of her cultural sisters and Elders, Lucy 

and Wabi, Anne continues to campaign, not against all development per se, but against what 

they perceive as ethically contentious development in the Kimberley. She brings development 

issues on Indigenous lands to the fore in an international context.  

 5- Research Questions 
 

For the first three years of my collaboration with Nyikina communities, I worked exclusively as 

a filmmaker. During that time, I developed an interest in historical research, and started 
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collating and returning archival materials to Nyikina communities from the Australian Institute 

of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS). After many conversations with 

Anne Poelina, who had completed her own PhD in 2009, and Lucy Marshall, I decided to 

commence a PhD in 2010, and became a Visiting Research Fellow at AIATSIS from 2011 to 

2013. During my years of working on the ground with Indigenous communities, I had identified 

issues that did not appear to be addressed by governments and institutions – “gaps” in the 

literature, and a counter-discourse (Foucault, Bertani, Fontana, & Macey, 2003, p. 69) often 

not taken into account, particularly around the themes of community development and agency. 

I was also hoping to broaden the scope of the women’s engagement, their audiences, and 

their reach, whilst continuing to work closely with them in an emancipatory manner.  

My insights as a professional filmmaker, developed over the past fourteen years, and my long-

term involvement with Aboriginal communities, therefore informed my PhD journey as a 

researcher. In this thesis I will explore the following questions: how did the colonisation 

process impact on Nyikina people’s lives, and how has the dominant Western discourse on 

development evolved through time and impacted on Nyikina women’s lives? What are the 

three sisters’ goals and aspirations in terms of community development? How do these 

innovative notions of development conflict with the state’s “high modernist” interests (Scott, 

1998, pp. 4-5)? How do the women engage with, or disengage from, the state apparatus, and 

for which reasons? What are the alternatives put in place by Nyikina women in their 

communities in response to the failure of various government policies? How do these 

alternatives and strategies of resistance manifest themselves locally, nationally and 

internationally?  

Through a genealogy (Foucault, 1980, p. 117; Foucault et al., 2003, p. 8) of the colonising 

process in the Kimberley, I make visible the construction, and evolution of the dominant 

development discourse from the State. I also examine the complex interactions between 

individual domains, such as law, politics, historiography, anthropology, and development 

theory, with the State’s institutions, and Nyikina people. In addition, I use collaborative 

ethnographic filmmaking as the research method to enable the emergence and subsequent 

analysis of a counter-discourse (Foucault et al., 2003, p. 69), and demonstrate the influence of 

Nyikina women’s voices in global debates on development. Being a genealogy (Foucault, 

1980, p. 117; Foucault et al., 2003, p. 8), this thesis does not immediately start answering the 

questions above, but rather, slowly reveals complex, fluid, and ever-evolving interactions 

which have led to the women’s present strategies and initiatives. 

This thesis is the result of a long journey undertaken by myself, as a filmmaker and 

researcher, Nyikina women, and the communities I have worked with over the past fourteen 
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years. My research findings have emerged from a close, respectful, patient, experiential, 

reciprocal, empathetic, and long-term relationship (Rodaway, 2016) with my collaborators. 

This PhD is therefore not a positivist verification of concepts or theories developed in previous 

research, but rather a contextual, partial, and situated (Bell, 1993, p. 30) analysis of a web of 

intricate relationships between the researcher, Nyikina women, Aboriginal communities, and 

the institutions they have to engage with. 

 6- Feminism and Native Title 
 

In this introduction I need to clarify two points which would undoubtedly come to be questioned 

in reading this thesis: firstly, the reasons why I have not engaged with feminist theory, and 

secondly, why I have not delved into native title processes even though they were ever-

present in the background of both my film work and my research.  

  6.1- Feminism 
 

Feminism can have many different meanings to various people, often expressed in 

contradictory positions (Hogan,1993). My attempt at an incredibly broad, but I think, fairly 

consensual, definition of feminism could be the fight for / promotion of women’s rights in 

various domains of life (those can differ depending on where the women are from), with the 

understanding that women have been previously deprived  / are still deprived of these rights 

(again, this could manifest in different ways depending on where the women reside). In the 

context of my study, it would be about promoting the rights of the women I work with, which 

one might say is exactly what I do.  

Feminist ethnographies are incredibly important, politically, socially, and ethically (Bell, 1993, 

p.29). For a long time, the male anthropologist’s gaze and patriarchal views of society 

pervaded all representations of Aboriginal people (Bell, 2002, p. 249), as will be described in 

Chapter 3. Women were not deemed to have a significant role in  ceremonial life, until Phyllis 

Kaberry’s work in the Kimberley in the mid 1930s (Kaberry, 2004).  

As a woman, but also a filmmaker, and a researcher, I have assumed that it is worth talking to 

women about their lives, empowering them, and privileging them as “knowers” (Bell, 1993, p. 

30). Unlike Bell though, I did not set out to write a complex ethnography of Nyikina women’s 

ceremonial lives: the context of my research, examining dominant discourses, their 

interactions, and the emergence of the women’s counter-discourse (Foucault et al., 2003), has 

led me to work with both men and women. As such, whilst this study privileges the voices of 
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three sisters in its narrative thread, it also includes the voices of many men, who have worked 

closely with the three women, “shoulder to shoulder” (Marshall, in Poelina et al., 2015) and 

supported them in their collaborative initiatives. Feminism, however, does not simply imply 

being a woman and working solely with women - one could argue my study still reflects a 

feminist standpoint.  

The context of my thesis is situated both within the Aboriginal world of Nyikina people and the 

neo-colonial dominant development discourse - these are not necessarily mutually exclusive 

or dichotomous. As Gandhi argues, feminism paralleled the theoretical trajectory of post-

colonialism for a long time, with the aim of “inverting prevailing hierarchies of 

gender/culture/race”, and refusing the binaries oppositions underpinning patriarchal/colonial 

authority (Gandhi, 2019, p.83). However, as Gandhi points out, there also exist areas of deep 

controversy within feminist/postcolonial studies: the position of the “third-world” woman in 

feminism, the position of the white woman as the feminist/imperialist, and, deriving from this, 

the use of feminist criteria by the neo-colonial establishment to promote the “civilising mission” 

(Gandhi, 2019, p.84).  

Furthermore, Trinh T. Minh-ha makes it clear that “white” feminism, often under the guise of 

cross-cultural colloquiums and “special” events, is simply another way to highlight the “third-

world woman”’s alterity (Minh-ha, Trinh, 1989; Ghandi, 2019). Thus Western feminists, with 

their honourable, but at times misguided intentions, contribute to the further division of women 

along racial lines, between the ones who “have made it”, and the ones “who cannot make it” 

(Minh-ha, Trinh,1989, p.86; Ghandi, 2019, p.87). Spivak suggests that this marginalisation of 

the “third-world woman” as under-developed, different, and subjugated, in turn creates a 

separate “margin” which validates the dominant centre (Spivak, cited in Ghandi, 2019, p.86).  

This premise of difference is both useful and dangerous – difference should be acknowledged 

and appreciated (Stanner, cited in Hinkson & Beckett, 2008), but if integrated within the 

dominant discourse, it has the potential to create an argument for “equal” rights, which often 

turns into a need for “sameness” – and an assimilative process – the “civilising mission” 

Gandhi refers to (Gandhi, 2019, p.84).  

By anchoring this work in feminist theory, there is a danger that I could be seen as the feminist 

researcher “helping” her Indigenous “sisters” “progress” in the world of women’s rights - and in 

doing so, unintentionally marginalising them as “the Other”, or worse, assimilating them into a 

dominant discourse. Using Bell’s concept of “woman-centred” study (Bell, 2002, p.37), I also 

want to echo Spivak’s statement, “I cannot speak of feminism in general. I speak of what I do 

as a woman in literary criticism” (Spivak, cited in Landry and MacLean, p.54). I would say that, 



 24 

similarly, I cannot speak of feminism in general, but rather, of the work I do as a woman, with 

both Indigenous and non-Indigenous men and women, in the field of collaborative filmmaking. 

I consider the women I work with as powerful, as their own agents of change, as my equals: 

our films promote Indigenous values and Indigenous rights, and a certain vision of a diverse, 

but united, humanity (Poelina, in Poelina et al., 2015).  

  6.2 Native Title 
 

In 1996, Nyikina people registered a native title claim on Nyikina country. Intent of being 

inclusive of the Mangala people who had been moved to Nyikina country through the 

colonisation process, and of their Nyikina and Mangala descendents through inter-marriages, 

the claim was known as the Nyikina and Mangala Claim. In 2014, after a court process lasting 

eighteen years, Nyikina and Mangala people were recognised as Traditional Owners of 26,000 

square kilometres from the King Sound near Derby, along the Fitzroy River valley to 

Noonkanbah, and south to the edge of the Great Sandy Desert (Mischin, 2014) after a consent 

determination.  

However, as has been documented in many parts of Australia (Gooda, 2011; Smee, 2018), 

the native title process itself was fraught with conflict and created many divisions within 

communities and families. The three sisters were involved in the process from the beginning. 

Anne is currently one of the elected directors on the Board of the Registered Native Title 

Prescribed Body Corporate (RNTBC), the Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation, which represents 

the interests of many Nyikina traditional owners. Jeannie Warbie was the cultural adviser for 

the Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation until 2017. In spite of her involvement, Anne has also 

been very outspoken and critical about flawed native title processes which she says have 

usurped the fundamental rights of Aboriginal people to look after their country (Poelina, 2011; 

2017):  

Native Title you know, Native Title, one of the things I have said publicly and privately, 

 is that I believe Native Title is the most weakest, racist law we have in this country. I  

believe it has become a tool of oppression, I believe it’s been an instrument that’s  

divided Aboriginal families and communities, and I have to say, at the end of my 

 journey of being involved in it for the last ten to fifteen years, I have no faith in it as an 

 instrument of bringing freedom and justice for Indigenous people in this land.               

 (A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2012)11 

  

                                                
11 For a list of all filmed conversations (personal communications), please refer to page 345. 
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Anne Poelina’s concerns have arisen from what she perceives as flawed processes within the 

Native Title Representative Body, such as the coercion of Elders into signing agreements they 

do not fully understand, the lack of opportunity to veto developments (Poelina, 2011), and, 

most importantly, the increasing level of lateral violence perpetrated by individuals,  who 

perceive they have been given power through Native Title decisions (Baker, 2018). Native title 

processes have been consistently criticised by numerous Aboriginal and non Aboriginal 

academics and lawmakers (Jonas, 2000; Poelina, 2011; Gooda, 2011; Foley, 2012; Mara, 

2014; Stockwell, 2017; Smee, 2018), as well as the United Nations Committee on the 

Elimination of Racial Discrimination (Committee on the Elimination of Racial Discrimination, 

2005).  

The three sisters, whilst having engaged in the native title process, have not wanted to make it 

a foremost priority in their strategies of resistance. I have therefore made the decision not to 

delve into the native title process on Nyikina Country, as it is considered by the women at the 

centre of this study to be a tool of oppression, not emancipation.   

 7- Chapters Overview 
 

In Chapter 1, I present the setting of my study, the Kimberley, and describe it as an 

administrative space, examining geographical, demographic, economic and health data. I  

introduce the Kimberley as a physical and geological space. I investigate Nyikina people’s 

sense of place and identity as both Yimardoowarra people12, belonging to the river, and as 

Kimberley Aboriginal people. I also examine the cosmological significance of Nyikina Country 

as Yimardoowarra booroo13 - the ground, or place of the people belonging to the 

Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River14 - through Nyikina Creation stories such as Woonyoomboo15 and 

the Yoongoorrookoo16,  the creators of the river, or the significance of the Warloongarriy 

Ceremony17. I then anchor my main collaborators, three Nyikina women, and their lived 

experiences, in this landscape.  

 

                                                
12 Yimardoowarra: belonging to the river country (Hattersley, 2014, p. 141) 
13 booroo: ground, Country (Hattersley, 2014, p. 46) 
14 Mardoowarra: Fitzroy River (Hattersley, 2014, p. 46) 
15 Woonyoomboo: ancestor of Nyikina people, co-creator of the Fitzroy River (Hattersley, 2014, p. 135) 
16 Yoongoorrookoo: water serpent, co-creator of the Fitzroy River (Hattersley, 2014, p. 144) 
17 Warloongarriy: songline for the Fitzroy River (Hattersley, 2014, p. 130) 
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In Chapter 2, I locate myself as the researcher, and examine our collaborative research 

approach, based on film, within a wider framework of Indigenist18, decolonising methodologies 

(Smith, 1999), Participatory Action Research (Kapoor & Jordan, 2009; McTaggart, 1997), and 

dialogic actions (Freire, 1970). I also demonstrate how a research methodology based on film 

is able to also empower Nyikina women in their identities, aspirations, by promoting their 

agency through “cultural actions” (Poelina, 2009). I examine how the complexities of my multi-

layered role as a filmmaker, “actionist” (Poelina & Hagan, 2012; Poelina, 2015), and partial, or 

subjective researcher, are actually fundamental to generating significant research findings 

through “empathetic, experiential, and interpersonal knowing” (Rodaway, 2006, p. 269).  

In Chapter 3, following Foucault’s concept of genealogy (Foucault, 1980, p. 117; Foucault et 

al., 2003, p. 8), I bring to light the political, anthropological, scientific, legislative and 

development frameworks in which the dominant discourse of the State originated and evolved. 

I examine the complex relationships which exist between them, and which contributed to the 

“Othering” (Said, 1978) of Aboriginal people. Over the past 200 years, history and 

historiography, seen, related and written primarily through male colonisers’ eyes, have left little 

room for Aboriginal voices, particularly Aboriginal women’s voices, to be heard. In Western 

Australia in particular, various governments put in place an oppressive legislative and judicial 

system to attempt quell Aboriginal resistance. This legislation has often served to justify the 

appropriation of Aboriginal people’s traditional lands for development purposes, and was an 

attempt to control every aspect of Aboriginal people’s lives (Poelina, 2009). The disciplines of 

anthropology and science, construed as apparatuses of the state (Eaton, 1979; Foucault, 

1980; Wolfe, 1999), contributed early on to frame the representation and identity of Aboriginal 

people as “the exotic Other”, “primitives”, and of Aboriginal women as “subservient”. The male-

dominated development discourse of the time, using anthropological findings and scientific 

theories, underpinned the progressive dispossession of Aboriginal people of their country, 

through laws promoting “progress”, and “advancement”.   

In Chapter 4, I focus on the early historical and historiographical contexts underpinning the 

colonial experience of Nyikina people, and the traumatic, trans-generational impacts (Atkinson, 

2002) colonisation had on Nyikina people’s lives, from frontier conflicts and massacres, to 

kidnappings, removals, imprisonment, and relocation on religious missions. I analyse, in 

                                                
18 An Indigenist approach “recognizes the worldviews, knowledges and realities of Indigenous peoples 
as distinctive and vital to their existence and survival; honors their social mores as essential processes 
through which they live, learn and situate themselves as Indigenous peoples in their own lands and 
when in the lands of other Indigenous people‘s; privileges the voices, experiences and lives of 
Indigenous people and their homelands; places emphasis on the social, historical and political contexts 
which have shaped their experiences, lives, positions and futures; supports the complexity that is 
associated with explicating ontological, epistemological, and axiological concepts that may be foreign to 
Western scholarly convention” (Peters, 2013) 
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particular, the early European representations of Kimberley Aboriginal people through the 

diaries of explorers, and the profound impacts early settlers, the pearling industry, the police, 

missionaries, and pastoralists had on Nyikina people, particularly on women.  

In Chapter 5, after briefly looking at the global philosophies underpinning the concept of 

development from the 1940s onwards, I examine the development of the Kimberley from the 

1960s until today. In particular, I demonstrate how Kimberley Aboriginal people have chosen 

to engage, or not, with various development initiatives, from Aboriginal-owned pastoral 

stations, to extractive industries, and the long-lasting consequences of an example of “high 

modernist” development failure (Scott, 1998). I examine how the region is still viewed by 

governments and the mining industry as a resource to be exploited, with very little attention 

paid to Aboriginal aspirations for alternative types of development, which take into account 

economic, cultural, social, and health considerations - such as hybrid economies (Altman, 

2005). I also look at how recent policy developments such as “normalisation” (Sullivan, 2011) 

and government programs such as CDP (Community Development Program), have impacted 

on communities. Finally, I also describe how Kimberley Aboriginal people have long been 

involved in collaborative initiatives on development, voicing their concerns, proposing solutions 

or compromises, working with scientists and environmentalists, and suggesting creative 

alternatives to the solely market-oriented view of economic progress.  

In Chapter 6, I analyse the ways in which Lucy and Wabi conceive of development. I examine 

how Lucy, in particular, has viewed development through time, by analysing her submission to 

the Seaman Inquiry thirty years ago (Marshall & Pandanus Park Community, 1983). I show 

how she was grounding her aspirations for land rights in booroo, Country, flagging the need to 

educate non-Aboriginal people about the Nyikina worldview. I then show the importance of 

speaking this Nyikina worldview into existence both for young Nyikina generations and non-

Aboriginal people, envisaging all spatio-temporal interactions (social, political, cultural, 

educational) as being based in booroo, as a basis for “being-in-the-world” (Dahlstrom, 2013). 

A case study of the Bidan Community shines the light on the current vision of Lucy and her 

family for future development on Nyikina Country, based around self-sufficiency, sustainability, 

independence, and supporting others. Finally, I demonstrate how the aspirations of Lucy and 

Wabi for development are very much about living in an intercultural space (Merlan, 1998), 

bringing two laws, two worlds, into one connected place, through multiple cultural actions, or 

“life projects” (Blaser, 2004). I examine how this cultural dialogue has triggered reflections and 

discussions around country, identity, and governance, and ultimately brought the three women 

from the local place into the regional, national and international space, particularly through 

Anne Poelina’s continued realisations of the Elders’s aspirations.  
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In Chapter 7, I examine Anne Poelina’s view of development on Nyikina Country, which, 

reflecting, complementing and growing Lucy and Wabi’s aspirations, has brought the three 

sisters into the international arena. I reflect on the wide range of strategies put in place by 

Anne under the guidance of Nyikina Elders, which have complemented and enhanced the 

cultural actions discussed in my previous chapter. 

In particular I examine Anne’s motivations behind the creation of the Majala Wilderness 

Centre, and how it can be construed as a “glocal”19 space (Himiyama et al., 2010), firmly 

anchored in booroo through its founding principles, its operation, and its goals, but open to the 

world as a place of education and learning for all. 

I also analyse Anne’s actions and strategies in responding to development proposals seen as 

threatening to the local environment and Nyikina culture. Two case studies, the Rey 

Resources and James Price Point campaigns, demonstrate the strong agency of Aboriginal 

communities in protecting their country and culture from developments perceived as 

environmentally and culturally dangerous.  

Finally, I look at how emergent collaborative alliances, formed while fighting against industrial 

projects, can transcend disciplinary boundaries and create a “glocal” network of people who 

can support local actions in an international context. In particular, I show how the women’s 

cultural actions, and our films, seek to transcend the boundaries between science, culture, 

nature and humanities to effect change, through a nexus of multi-species alliances of humans 

and non-humans, illustrating Latour’s concept of nature-cultures (Latour, 2013).  

In Chapter 8, my conclusion, I summarise my findings, which have progressively emerged 

through experiential learnings and a strong, empathetic, “people-centred” connection with my 

collaborators (Rodaway, 2006). I propose an analysis of the concepts revealed in my study, 

particularly how it has come to underpin reflections on power relations and innovative 

concepts of community development. The place of the Nyikina sisters’ voices in global debates 

on notions of productivity, progress, and development is also examined through the lens of 

Amartya Sen’s work on the notions of development and freedom.   

Throughout this thesis, I examine the importance of film as a method of research, and, through 

critical reflection, I also describe the evolution of my role as filmmaker and researcher through 

the PhD’s liminal journey (Deegan & Hill, 1991).  

                                                
19 Glocal: Reflecting or characterized by both local and global considerations (Glocal, 2018) 
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CHAPTER 1  

The Kimberley: From Administrative Space to 
Yimardoowarra Place 
 

Introduction 
  
nganka… nganka-na booroo… Mardoowarra. Yimardoowarra. Yimardoowarra nganka. 
Yimardoowarra Bookarrarra.20 (Lucy Marshall, in Poelina et al., 2015) 
 
 
 

 
Photograph 6 (Magali McDuffie): Jarlmadanka – Mount Anderson 

 
  

                                                
20 This is my language… The language from this country, mardoowarra, the language of the people of 
the Mardoowarra. The language from the Mardoowarra… Since the beginning of times, for the people 
belonging to the Mardoowarra.  
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It was with these words that Lucy Marshall started off our first conversation in February 2007, 

during my initial visit to Nyikina Country. Unbeknownst to me, she was already connecting my 

untrained ear, and my unseeing eyes, to Nyikina nganka21 and booroo22. Nyikina nganka is the 

language of the country of the Yimardoowarra23 people, the people belonging to the 

Mardoowarra, the Fitzroy River, ever since the Bookarrarra24, the beginning of times… Long 

before there was a town called Derby, a river called the Fitzroy, a region called the Kimberley, 

before kardiya people25 brought their mapping process, and the Torrens system of land titling, 

enabling parcels of land to be sold to the new settlers while disregarding Aboriginal 

perceptions of land, country and territories (Scott, 1998, pp. 49–51). Cadastral maps came to 

portray one perspective only, that of the colonisers. By re-naming the land around them, 

claiming it as their own (Smith, 1999, p. 80), they sought to obliterate the previous reality (Kain 

& Baigent, in Scott, 1998, p. 47). Invisible to most Western eyes, the Nyikina worldview 

prevailed; it is anchored in the ground, booroo, and exists in perpetuity through complex 

relations between people, spaces, customary practices and meanings (Preaud, 2009, p. 23).  

  

The privileging of place-based Nyikina voices and narratives provides a counterpoint to 

Eurocentric notions of being and place: it brings both colonial and Aboriginal epistemologies 

into a dialogue based on Indigenist concepts of relational knowledge (Yunkaporta, 2009, pp. 

4–5). Drawing on the knowledge and values of Indigenous peoples thus enables a reclaiming 

and decolonising of Western discourses (Churchill, in Smith, 1999, p. 146). My research, 

throughout this PhD, is therefore centred around the concept of “listening to Nyikina women’s 

voices - in place”. 

  

This chapter introduces the overall context of my thesis, by providing a general overview of the 

physical, geographical, demographic, and economic background of the area where my 

fieldwork was undertaken, on Nyikina Country. While statistics, tables, census data, and 

various reports are used to contextualise the study, I have also purposefully given voice to the 

Nyikina worldview within each of the aspects that are examined in this chapter, in keeping with 

an Indigenist approach. Thus, the descriptive, scientific overview of the Kimberley is 

contrasted and complemented by Nyikina notions of place and Country. Having provided the 

reader with this multi-layered understanding of place, I then introduce my main research 

collaborators, the three Nyikina women with, about, and for whom this research was carried 

out: Lucy Marshall, Jeannie Warbie, and Anne Poelina.  

                                                
21 nganka: language, talk, story (Hattersley, 2014, p. 113) 
22 booroo: ground, country (Hattersley, 2014, p. 46) 
23 Yimardoowarra: belonging to the river country (Hattersley, 2014, p. 141) 
24 Bookarrarra: the Beginning, the Dreamtime (Hattersley, 2014, p. 44)  
25 kardiya: white person, white people (Hattersley, 2014, p. 76) 
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1.1 Geography, People, Economy and Health  

1.1.1  The Administrative Space: Geography 
  

The Kimberley was named after Lord Kimberley in 1881, who was at the time the British 

Secretary to the Colonies (Preaud, 2009, p. 24). This administrative district of North-Western 

Australia covers an area of 41,955,784.8 hectares - close to 420,000 km2 (Australian Heritage 

Council, 2011, p. 1). It is the state’s most Northern region. It is a very diverse, tropical region 

composed of sea country, river country, hill country and desert country: coral reefs, rocky 

coastlines criss-crossed by ancient dinosaur tracks, estuaries, rivers, mangrove habitats, deep 

gorges, high plateaus, steep escarpments, lush flood plains, rugged mountain ranges, and 

vast expanses of red, sandy deserts (pindan) all of which meet in a complex, ancient 

landscape formed thousands of millions of years ago (Australian Heritage Council, 2011, p. 2). 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 1 – Regional Map, Western Australia (Department of Planning, Lands and Heritage, 2017) 
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The Kimberley is classified as remote (Broome and Kununurra) to very remote (everywhere 

else)26, with the major towns of Broome and Kununurra located respectively 2,213 kilometres 

and 3,205 kilometres from Perth by road (WA Country Health Service, 2016, p. 1). Only 25% 

of the region’s roads are sealed, and many areas are inaccessible during the wet season due 

to flooding (WA Country Health Service, 2012, p. 1).  

 

Derby, Halls Creek, Wyndham and Fitzroy Crossing are the other major towns in the region, 

which comprises four distinct shires: Broome Shire, Derby-West Kimberley Shire, Wyndham-

East Kimberley Shire, and Halls Creek Shire (WA Country Health Service, 2012, p. 1) 

 

 
 

Figure 2 – Electoral Boundaries, District of Kimberley  

(District of Kimberley, Mining and Pastoral Region, 2015) 

 
 

                                                
26 “Remoteness Areas are based on the Accessibility/Remoteness Index of Australia (ARIA+) which is 
supplied to the ABS by the University of Adelaide. The index is supplied as a one kilometre grid 
covering all of Australia. Each grid point is allocated a value which is based on the measurement of road 
distances to service centres. The ASGS Statistical Area Level 1 (SA1) are then overlayed onto the grid 
and an average score is calculated based upon the grid points that are contained within each SA1. The 
resulting average score determines which remoteness category is allocated to each SA1.” (Australian 
Bureau of Statistics, 2016f)  
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According to the 2016 Census Data of the Australian Bureau of Statistics, of the 34,364 people 

who live in the Kimberley, 41.6% are Aboriginal (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016e). This 

percentage varies from Shire to Shire: in the Derby West Kimberley Shire, 64.3% of the 

population is Aboriginal (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016d), whereas in the Broome Shire 

Council this percentage falls to 28.2% (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016c).  

There are more than 100 Aboriginal communities of various sizes in the Kimberley as well as 

numerous discrete outstations (Crough & Christophersen, 1993, p. 19; WA Country Health 

Service, 2012, p. 1). Over the past 35 years, many Kimberley Aboriginal people have been 

moving away from the social problems experienced in the towns, privileging a return to their 

ancestral lands in smaller family communities, known as “outstations” or “blocks” (Glaskin, 

2007). This trend – a manifestation of Aboriginal people’s aspirations for self-determination 

and autonomy (Peterson & Myers, 2016) – has been observed more broadly across Australia 

and described as the outstation movement (Coombs, Dexter, & Hiatt, 1980; Sullivan, 2011; 

Peterson & Myers, 2016).  

 

The area of interest for this study centres on the West Kimberley, and more particularly the 

lower reaches of the Fitzroy River, Mardoowarra, which are the traditional lands of Nyikina 

people. The West Kimberley was added to the National Heritage List in August 2011 

(Environment Research and Information Branch, 2011). 

 

 

 

Figure 3 – The West Kimberley: National Heritage List 

(Environment Research and Information Branch, 2011) 
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1.1.2 The Administrative Space: Population and Peoples 
 
The Kimberley is made up of approximately 27 distinct Aboriginal language groups. Many 

language groups themselves have sub-groups: for instance, the Nyikina Language Group 

comprises of Little/Light Nyikina, to the west, and Heavy/Big Nyikina, to the East (Toussaint, 

Sullivan, Yu, & Mularty, 2001). The overall population of the Kimberley is young, with a median 

age of 32, and the Aboriginal population in Western Australia is younger, with a median age of 

23 (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016b). This reflects the age structure of the Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander population across Australia (Taylor, 2009). Compared to the rest of 

the Australian population, people in the Kimberley are more likely to speak another language 

at home (66.7% of people speak English at home in the Kimberley compared to 75.2% in 

Western Australia); languages most spoken in the Kimberley include Kriol, Bardi, Walmajarri, 

and Jaru (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016e). In the Shire of Derby-West Kimberley, 

Nyikina is the third most spoken language at home after Kriol (25.5%), and Walmajarri (2.9%) 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016d). 

 

 

 

 

 

                          Figure 4 –  The AIATSIS Map of Indigenous Australia (Horton, 1996) 
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Aboriginal people who are connected to the Fitzroy Valley through one or more affiliation are 

the Nyikina, Mangala, Ngarinyin, Bunuba, Gooniyandi, Walmajarri and Wangkajunga people 

(Toussaint et al., 2001, p. 14). Rather than discrete, bounded Aboriginal groups, the Fitzroy 

River Valley itself is a culturally complex area where affiliations to land and water have multiple 

origins: birth, family connections, totemic affiliation, ray27, inter-marriage, residence, history, 

settlement, or as a result of displacement (Preaud, 2009, p. 27; Toussaint et al., 2001, p. 14). 

An Indigenous Country is not only defined through ancient dreaming and totemic stories, 

languages, ecological or economic considerations, but also through relationality. Inter-related 

kinship systems, a common historical encounter with colonisation, and a common experience 

in dealing with the State also underpin a wider Kimberley Aboriginal identity (Preaud, 2009, pp. 

23–24). Stephen Albert sums up this concept of sameness and difference in the film Milli Milli 

(Milli Milli Film Group & Barker, 1993): “the Aboriginal people who live in this area are as 

different from each other as the landscape. These differences are demonstrated in their 

language, music, art, dance and ceremonies: we are all different - but still same mob!” 

(Stephen Albert, in Milli Milli Film Group & Barker, 1993). 

Nyikina people live at several communities on Nyikina Country, along the Fitzroy River 

including, from West to East, Bidan (formerly Bedunburru, pop 15-20), Pandanus Park 

(Yurmulun, pop 90), Lower Liveringa (Balkinjirr, pop 15), Udialla (Oongkalkada, pop 6), 

Jarlmadangah Burru (pop 80), Looma (pop 400-500), Jimbalakudunj (pop 50), and 

Noonkanbah (Kulkarrarra, pop approx. 200-300) (Watson et al., 2011, p. 18). Nyikina people 

also live in the towns of Derby, Broome, and Fitzroy Crossing, and other Aboriginal 

communities across the Kimberley. There are 40 Pastoral Leases, and 57 Aboriginal 

communities located in the Fitzroy Catchment (Centre of Excellence in Natural Resource 

Management, 2010, p. 11). 80% of the people living in the catchment are Aboriginal 

(Department of Water, 2009, p. 3). 

These figures serve as an indication only at a given moment in time: it has to be noted that 

census results often do not represent the precise circumstances and unique features of people 

in the region – as exemplified in the “populations” versus “peoples” distinction made by Rowse 

(2012). The official numbers recorded are often lower than the actual population. Moreover, as 

is the case in many remote areas of Australia, the Aboriginal population’s relationship to 

Country means that people are often highly mobile: their mobility can be motivated by kinship-

based social factors, a death in the family (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 4), access to 

services, it may be work-related or simply seasonal, as some communities are uninhabitable 

during the wet season (Morphy, 2010, pp. 4–7; Prout & Yap, 2012; Cooperative Research 

                                                
27 ray: spirit child (Hattersley, 2014, p. 123) 
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Centre for Remote Economic Participation, 2017). These demographic variations need to be 

understood from an ethnographic perspective in order to facilitate access to citizen rights for 

people whose value systems often differ from the mainstream. There is also a need to 

promote participatory economic development processes based around these cultural patterns 

(Morphy, 2010, p. 3).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 5 – West Kimberley Aboriginal Communities  

(Western Australian Land Information Authority, Landgate, 2016) 

 

Nyikina people refer to themselves as Yimardoowarra people, “belonging to the Mardoowarra”, 

Fitzroy river. They identify as being “river people” from the “river Country”, like their neighbours 

the Bunuba and Gooniyandi to the east, and as opposed to other neighbouring countries in 

their region: the sea Country to the West (Yawuru, Ngumbarl, Djugun, Bardi, Jawi, 

Goolarabooloo, Jabirr-Jabirr, Nyul-Nyul); the hill Country to the North (Unggumi, Ngarinyin, 

Wunambal, Worora); the desert Country to the South (Warmala people, which Wabi translates 

as “the others”, the “strangers”, those who have a different law: mainly Mangala, Karajarri and 

Walmajarri people (Karajarri country also extends west to the sea): “Warmala people, they 

been tribe; this side, Nyikina side; Warmala people they come from other side, there. From 

that side: they talk Mangala, Karrajari, Nyangumarta, another language, that side” (J. Warbie, 

Personal Communication, 2010b).   
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Stephen Albert’s concept of “different, but same” (Milli Milli Film Group & Barker, 1993) is 

useful to understand how Nyikina people strongly identify as “riverside people” while retaining 

a sense of belonging to a wider Kimberley Aboriginal identity, strengthened by common 

histories and hardships, but also the sharing of ceremonies in diverse locations across the 

region. 

 1.1.3 Economy: Customary and Contemporary Considerations 
  

Prior to colonisation, a network of sharing and ceremonial exchange, known as the Wunan, 

linked different Aboriginal groups across the Kimberley, and is still in existence today. While 

the wunan had its origins in Ngarinyin Country (Ngarjno, Ungudman, Banggal, & Nyawarra, 

2000), in the northern Kimberley, trade routes extended to the south and the east (Kaberry, 

1934-1936), and later to the whole Aboriginal Kimberley (Preaud, 2009, p. 31). In 1980, Kim 

Akerman’s study of contemporary trade routes revealed that Looma, on Nyikina Country, had 

become one of the centres of the Wunan network, as Aboriginal people re-organised around 

new settlements: 

The Fitzroy Basin lies along the Southern section of a wunan-partners' trade route that 

services the Kimberley. Two of the three major nodes of this route, which both receive 

and disperse indigenous and non-indigenous sacred and secular materials, lie at the 

east-west extremities of this area. These centres are Looma in the west and Balgo in 

the east. (...) Generally speaking, ritual and non-indigenous secular materials enter at 

the Balgo node and move west to Looma. Here the route divides, goods moving south 

to La Grange, or north to Mowanjum and then into the northern and central Kimberleys. 

Rituals themselves move clockwise, with material, used for exchange purposes, 

travelling in an anti-clockwise direction. (Akerman, 1980a, p. 234)  

The Wunan performed both a ritualistic and economic function (McCarthy, 1939), suggesting 

Kimberley Aboriginal people did not consider ceremony and economy as separate realms of 

social life (Redmond, 2012). The Wunan was and still is above all a social and relational 

process: the concept includes the exchanged goods (presents), the partnership that comes 

from this exchange (friends), and the act of exchanging itself (making friends). The Wunan 

reinforces kinship ties within and beyond individuals and communities, and extends people’s 

social world (Deakin, 1978, p. 160). The ongoing circulation of various goods (ceremonies, 

cultural items, foods, materials) is privileged, rather than accumulation (Preaud, 2009, p. 31).   
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Limirri, a kind of resin made from spinifex grass in Nyikina Country (Hattersley, 2014, p. 93), 

was a prized merchandise for trade exchanges with Wilangkoo people28: 

We used to go every afternoon on the weekend, go up to the hill and get the big new 

spinifex. Shovel’m out with a forked stick and the tommyhawk. Old people used to hit it, 

make all the wax fall on the groundsheet, get it and light the fire and you melt it in the 

little tins, or in the little coolamon with hot stones. Make’m nice and shiny like pats of 

butter, flatten’m with a tommyhawk. Polish’m up all’round (…) That’s a big trade for 

Wilangkoo people, that wax. Never sell’m for money. Just exchange for other things. 

         (Lucy Marshall, in Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 32) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                     

 

    

Figure 6 – Sketch map of Kimberley trade routes, hand drawing by Phyllis Kaberry (1934-1936) 

                                                
28 Wilangkoo: Ngarinyin people (Hattersley, 2014, p. 132) 
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The impacts of colonisation and the displacement of many Aboriginal groups from their 

ancestral countries affected the Wunan cycle, but not in the way one may have thought: not 

only did it survive, but it also came to include more groups, exchanging traditional and new 

items, over greater distances (Akerman, 1980a, p. 234; Preaud, 2009, p. 33). The Wunan has 

extended to the whole Kimberley, and is still as important today as it was in the past (Preaud, 

2009). 

From the onset of colonisation, the Kimberley was viewed through a purely economic lens, as 

will be examined in the following chapters. This was dictated by contemporary imperatives of 

development and productivity (Horton, 2000, p. 149). These Eurocentric notions of progress 

made Aboriginal economic practices mostly invisible to the colonists’ eyes: the region’s natural 

resources were there to be exploited (Preaud, 2009, p. 32). The pearling, pastoralist, and 

mining industries have all had a significant impact on the Kimberley landscape.  

Today, the economy of the Kimberley is diverse, with sectors of tourism, community services, 

mining, agriculture and pearling all contributing to the region’s economy. This will be examined 

in much greater detail in Chapter 5. The Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas (SEIFA), which 

measure a range of socio-economic indices, indicate that the Kimberley falls within an area of 

socio-economic disadvantage, with scores below 1,000 for all the major towns in the 2011 

results (966 for Broome, 791 for Derby, and 671 for Halls Creek) - a score of 1,000 and above 

indicating an area of socio-economic advantage (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2011b). 

The unemployment rate is far higher for the Aboriginal population in the Kimberley (26.7%) 

than the overall Western Australian population (7.8%) (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016a, 

2016e). Similarly, the percentage of Aboriginal youth attending a tertiary educational institution 

is lower than the general Western Australian population - 1.6% as opposed to 13.9% 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016e). Aside from higher unemployment rates and generally 

poorer educational outcomes, Kimberley Aboriginal people face other serious challenges, 

which deeply affect individuals, families, and communities at large. 

 1.1.4 Health and Liyan29 
 
Australia’s Aboriginal youth suicide rate is the worst in the world. High incarceration rates, 

intergenerational trauma, homelessness, alcohol and drug abuse and ensuing domestic 

violence, mental health issues, poverty, and a sense of disconnection and loss of identity in 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities around Australia are causal factors  

(Georgatos, 2014, 2016; Hope, 2007-2008, p. 24; Wahlquist, 2016). Nationwide, in 2016, 
                                                
29 liyan: Feeling, emotion, spirit (Hattersley, 2014, p. 9) 
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suicide deaths of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people accounted for a greater 

proportion of deaths (5.5%) than for non-Indigenous Australians (1.7%) (Australian Bureau of 

Statistics, 2017). Regionally, the Kimberley has one of the nation’s highest suicide rates - 74 

per 100,000 people for Aboriginal people (Chapman, 2016; McHugh, Campbell, Chapman, & 

Balaratnasingam, 2016). Between 2005 and 2014, there were 125 suicides in the Kimberley, 

including 102 by Indigenous people (McHugh et al., 2016). In 2007 alone, 22 suicides were 

recorded, prompting an enquiry by the Office of the State Coroner of Western Australia, 

Alastair Hope (Georgatos, 2014). Tragically, this suicide “epidemic” (Robinson, 2016), shows 

no sign of abating.  

In Western Australia, the crude imprisonment rate30 has also steadily increased in the past ten 

years. In 2016, the state had the highest Indigenous imprisonment rate in the country, with 

3,997 per 100,000, as opposed to the non-Indigenous imprisonment rate of 154 per 100,000 

(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2016g). In Western Australia, 70% of juvenile detentions are 

Aboriginal youth – (Mundine, in Office of Josie Farrer MLA, 2014, p. 13). In the Kimberley, it is 

estimated that 98% of the youth who are in contact with the Kimberley Youth Justice System 

are Aboriginal (Office of Josie Farrer MLA, 2014, p. 13) 

These figures have prompted numerous community and Elders’ initiatives to try and curb this 

trend. Projects and interventions such as the Yiriman project developed by the Kimberley 

Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre (KALACC) aim to  reconnect young people with 

community, their customary country and cultural practices. Country, for Aboriginal people, is 

not just place. In the words of Ambelin Kwaymullina, an Palyku academic from the Pilbara, 

Country is 

much more than a place. Rock, tree, river, hill, animal, human – all were formed of the 

same substance by the Ancestors who continue to live in land, water, sky. Country is 

filled with relations speaking language and following Law, no matter whether the shape 

of that relation is human, rock, crow, wattle. Country is loved, needed, and cared for, 

and country loves, needs, and cares for her peoples in turn. Country is family, culture, 

identity. Country is self. (Kwaymullina, 2005) 

 

Nyikina people’s connection to Country, and the concept of liyan, are paramount to their lives. 

Liyan is a Nyikina word (also used in other Kimberley languages), which can be translated as 

“feeling, emotion, spirit” (Hattersley, 2014, p. 94). Some also refer to it as “intuition” (Hoogland, 

                                                
30 Crude imprisonment rates are calculated by dividing the number of prisoners in the reference period, 
by the total adult population, multiplied by 100,000 to give a crude rate per 100,000 adult population.  
(Australian Bureau of Statistics, 2014) 
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in Maybury-Lewis, 1992).  In her thesis, Anne Poelina identifies liyan as being a source of 

personal resilience for Nyikina people, and asserts it is strongly related to health and well-

being: 

  

Liyan embodies the core of Nyikina consciousness, which determines the status of 

individual emotional, psychological and physical well-being. Liyan, the capacity to stay 

true to one’s self, is connected to body, land, and spirit, and provides a sense of 

balance. (Poelina, 2009, p. 177) 

  

What underpins Nyikina women’s identity lies in their complex, multi-layered relatedness with 

the land, especially the waters, and how they choose to carry forward this relatedness through 

time and space, rather than the purely descriptive topographic events or physical boundaries 

on their territory. Physical boundaries of Country are not to be found on maps or in 

topographic features per se, but within oneself, from one’s liyan, as Lucy Marshall (Poelina et 

al., 2015) and Paddy Roe (Maybury-Lewis, 1992) point out. Together with the creation stories 

of Country, the liyan enables Nyikina people to “feel” their environment. Lucy Marshall refers 

to liyan as a way of knowing your Country, its boundaries, and connecting to it: 

We are the Native Title Holders of the Crown. Our paddock, our boundary. For the river 

clan mob, go down… It goes straight down to the sea. And they reckon: there is no 

blackfella name, and I say, don’t be silly! We’ve got every blackfella name, right across 

to the other side! Every dialect, language, goes as far as their boundary and that’s it. 

Your liyan tells you: you cannot cross over that paddock. People know their 

boundaries. (Lucy Marshall, in Poelina et al., 2015)  
 

Recent literature highlights the close link between Indigenous people’s connection to country 

and their overall health and well-being (Burgess et al., 2009; Altman & Kerins, 2012; McDuffie 

& Sullivan, 2013; Palmer, 2016). This is encapsulated very powerfully in four words by Jeannie 

Warbie in the documentary Three Sisters, Women of High Degree: “no river, no people” 

(Poelina et al., 2015).  

Nationally, Caring for Country initiatives have demonstrated the physical and mental health 

benefits Aboriginal people derive from participating in innovative natural and cultural resource 

management activities (Weir, Stacey, & Youngetob, 2011). They have also shown the positive 

impacts these programs have had on the ongoing conservation of sensitive ecological 

landscapes of high biodiversity (Altman & Kerins, 2012). The Healthy Country, Healthy People 

report, based in Arnhem Land, found that participating in projects on country resulted in 

positive physical health outcomes across a range of measurable, chronic health issues, such 
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as cholesterol levels, diabetes, obesity, blood pressure, or psychological distress (Burgess et 

al., 2009). The benefits are not solely physical: communities as a whole get a sense of agency 

in the protection of their own country (Altman & Kerins, 2012). 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 7 (Magali McDuffie): Trip to Country, Calwynyardah, 2014. 

 

As Morrison argues, such initiatives can also strengthen relationships within the community 

itself, as well as local governance, and promote increased engagement with employment and 

education services (Morrison, 2007, p. 13). Through intergenerational transmission of 

knowledge and practices on country (McDuffie & Sullivan, 2013, p. 54), and respectful 

teaching, learning, and recreational activities, the Yiriman Project in the Kimberley has 

enabled young people to re-affirm their identity, build their resilience and spend valuable time 

with family and community (Palmer, 2016, p. 1; Pilbara & Kimberley Aboriginal Media, 

McDuffie, & Dixon, 2018). This statement by a Kimberley Elder participating in the Yiriman 

Project is representative of the importance of the spatio-temporal relationship between people 

and country, and young and old, for Aboriginal communities: 

  

The signs that countrymen are getting healthier is that old people are on country. We 

know young people healthy because they on country with the old people. We know us 

old people are healthy because we with young people. We know country is healthy 

because together we on country. That is the sign. We always tell when country is 

healthy… The old people is there, country been fired, plenty of food on country and jila 

(waterhole) were clean. Then we get taken away from country… It get sick… we get 

sick… we come back and country come alive… and we come alive… young people 

come alive. (Senior Elder, in Palmer, 2016, p. 1) 
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In 2017, through my work as a Community Media Trainer with Pilbara and Kimberley 

Aboriginal Media (PAKAM), I had the privilege of participating in a return to country trip to 

Walkali, in the central Tanami desert, with Walmajarri Elders and their families. My colleague, 

Clint Dixon, and myself, were asked to make a film about the trip for Indigenous Community 

Television (ICTV), and for archival purposes for the families. Walkali was their ancestors’ 

country. A community had been built there in the 1980s, and subsequently abandoned after 

old people passed away, and younger families left to live in the less remote communities of 

Balgo and Mulan. Going back to country made Elders both jubilant and sad at the same time: 

many tears were shed when the community was cleansed in a smoking ceremony, but people 

also expressed immense happiness at being back “home”. Several elders suggested their 

health had got better the moment they arrived in Walkali. Younger family members, some of 

them children, all expressed how special it felt to finally be in the place that they had heard so 

much about from their parents and grand-parents. Even though most of the younger people 

had never been there, Walkali Country was seen as a healing place by all. This is reflected in 

the following comments by Senior Walmajarri Elder Joe Brown, and a younger Kukatja man, 

Ronald Mosquito, in our film:  

 
 I love this place to be a healing place. We’ve got lots of kids having a problem around 

 Fitzroy (…) or some other place around Fitzroy. We’d like to bring them here. If we can 

 start this place up again, make it life again. I wish that spirit life, from my people, from 

 my great great grand mother and father and my mother. It is my lovely mother. That is 

 all I want to say. (Joe Brown, Senior Walmajarri Elder, in Pilbara & Kimberley 

 Aboriginal Media, McDuffie, & Dixon, 2018) 

 

 I used to be a drinker too… Now I’m trying to be strong. I want to come back to this 

 home too. I want to show my kids as well. That’s the story… Yeah. We’ll have to look 

 after this country. We don’t want to leave it. We always come here, back home. We 

 don’t always want to end up in prison. Prison is no good. Here we’re OK. In this country 

 we’re good. You can go hunting around, live happily. (Ronald Mosquito, in Pilbara & 

 Kimberley Aboriginal Media, McDuffie, & Dixon, 2018)  

 

Locally, cultural camps are being run on Nyikina country: Gulbujargu Inc. in Derby takes young 

people at risk of depression, suicide or domestic violence, back to Country for camps on the 

river (Watson & Duinker, 2015) where the issues they face are discussed at length and 

explored within a safe, private, friendly and spiritual space (Watson & McDuffie, 2014). These 

camps teach valuable traditional skills and knowledge, strengthening the young people’s 

sense of identity and giving the older generations a sense of empowerment (Sputore & 
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Marshall, 2004; Poelina, 2009, p. 109). They also offer an opportunity for young people to 

learn about the historical and social events which have shaped the Kimberley region, giving 

them a better understanding of their contemporary reality (Poelina & Perdrisat, 2003; Poelina, 

2009; Watson & McDuffie, 2014). Cultural camps on country help affirm people’s identity and 

belonging, thereby decreasing the feelings of social and economic alienation triggered by the 

colonisation process, as well as promoting self-confidence and self-esteem in communities 

affected by the upheaval of invasion (Fuller, Howard, & Buultjens, 2005, p. 43).  

The physical space, booroo, in Nyikina cosmology, is therefore not only perceived as simply 

an “environment” to live in - it is an intrinsic part of Nyikina people’s being: the land is part of 

them and they are part of the land (Marshall & Pandanus Park Community, 1983). As Ingold 

argues, Aboriginal cultures’ cosmological orientation ignores the Western disjunction between 

nature and culture - human actions always occur within the environment, not upon it (Ingold, 

2000, p. 216; Preaud, 2009, p. 34). The next part of the chapter will illustrate the multi-layered 

meanings of booroo, from a physical space to a spiritual place.  

 

1.2 The Kimberley: From Physical Space to Nyikina booroo 

 1.2.1 A Physical Space: Fitzroy River Catchment Geology 
 

The Fitzroy River catchment lies within one of the most prominent structural features of the 

West Kimberley area: the Fitzroy Trough, located in the northern part of the Canning Basin. 

This geological structure is dominated by multiple layers and types of sandstone, siltstone and 

mudstone, which are exposed to various degrees depending on their location (Department of 

Water, 2009; Harrington et al., 2011, pp. 3–6). The Fitzroy River’s dry season flows are highly 

dependent on discharge from groundwater flow systems, both local and regional. A major 

zone of groundwater discharge is where the Fitzroy River splits into two branches, forming the 

Cunningham Anabranch and Alexander Island. This area is also a geological boundary 

between the middle to late Permian Liveringa Group sandstone and mudstone formation, and 

the early Permian Noonkanbah Formation consisting of silty shales with thin sandstone and 

carbonate beds (Harrington et al., 2011, p. 37; 41). 
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                           Photograph 8 (Magali McDuffie): Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River  

The Fitzroy River has a catchment area of over 95,000km2 (Centre of Excellence in Natural 

Resource Management, 2010, p. 12), and extends from Halls Creek and the Leopold Ranges 

in the east through to Derby and the King Sound in the west (Department of Water, 2009, p. 

1), with twenty tributaries (Australian Heritage Council, 2011, p. 32). The vegetation in the 

Fitzroy Catchment varies from eucalypts, acacias, wild figs, grassy woodlands and scattered 

trees on the floodplains, through claypans  and pindan scrub in the plains, to sandy soils 

vegetated with low scrubby woodland and spinifex grasslands in the Rangelands (Payne & 

Schoknecht, 2011). The river itself is 733 km long (Harrington et al., 2011, p. 2), and is one of 

Australia’s largest unregulated rivers. The average annual discharge of the river at Fitzroy 

Crossing has been recorded as being between 300 GL (1992) to 25,000 GL (2000), with most 

of the flow occurring between December and March (Department of Water, 2009, p. 12). 

The Fitzroy River forms a delta where it flows into the King Sound on the coast, which has one 

of the greatest tidal ranges in the world, up to 12 metres in the spring (Australian Heritage 

Council, 2011, p. 17; Semeniuk & Brocx, 2011, p. 151). The geo-heritage of the tide-

dominated delta, with its coastal mangroves, tidal sediments, and dune systems, has been 

deemed to be of international significance (Semeniuk & Brocx, 2011, p. 157). The river is a 

significant watercourse for its high biodiversity: its floodplain system and its intertidal mudflats 

such as Roebuck Bay, are home to 35 of the 43 species of fish known to the Kimberley, 18 of 

them endemic to the region (Department of Water, 2009, p. 6) and to 67 species of 
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waterbirds. It also provides important habitat for migratory waterbird species, with some 

wetlands listed under the Jamba/Camba migratory birds agreements with Japan and China 

(Harrington & Harrington, 2015, p. 102). Numerous threatened species of wildlife are also 

present in the region (Centre of Excellence in Natural Resource Management, 2010, p. 13). 

The river is an important source of food for the people in the region, and its seasonal cycles 

have significant impacts on Nyikina people’s lives: walyja31, barooloo32, walngka33, 

koolarrabaloo34, kakaroo35, and jarramba36, are all regularly consumed by Aboriginal people 

living along the Mardoowarra (Harrington & Harrington, 2015, p. 42).  Inland, in the grasslands 

and woodlands, people hunt for bardkoorroo37, karnanganyja38, and mangkayarra39. 

Everywhere, especially in the dryer areas, the presence of animals and food sources is 

inextricably linked with the presence of water (Watson et al., 2011, pp. 36–37). Although 

difficult to estimate, the economic value of aquatic resource harvesting in the Fitzroy river has 

been shown to equate approximately 2.9% of the median household income (Harrington & 

Harrington, 2015, p. 42). Many Aboriginal people consistently emphasise the importance of 

the customary economy for their families, and of living near the river. An example of fishing for 

jarramba can be viewed in the film produced for Neville Poelina’ Uptuyu Tours Company at 

Oongakalkada, Udialla Springs (Poelina, Camilleri, & McDuffie, 2009). 

 1.2.2 Nyikina booroo: Mardoowarra Cosmology 
 
Like many other Indigenous groups throughout Australia, Kimberley Aboriginal people explain 

the formation of the land and rivers, their naming, the birth of their language, and past and 

present events relating to those places through complex and multi-layered creation stories 

(Toussaint et al., 2001, p. 2). Creation stories anchor Nyikina people in booroo in multiple 

ways and lie at the core of Nyikina identity. Nyikina stories are from Bookarrarra, the 

Beginning of Time. They do not just belong to the past, but exist very much in a present 

context, constantly re-affirmed, re-interpreted, re-told, re-lived, and re-actualised (Toussaint et 

al., 2001, p. 20). 

                                                
31 walyja: barramundi (Hattersley, 2014, p. 127) 
32 barooloo: catfish (Hattersley, 2014, p. 39) 
33 walngka: black bream (Hattersley, 2014, p. 126) 
34 koolarrabaloo: river turtle (Hattersley, 2014, p. 268) 
35 kakaroo: freshwater mussels (Hattersley, 2014, p. 72) 
36 jarramba: cherabin, freshwater prawn (Hattersley, 2014, p. 59) 
37 bardkoorroo: kangaroo (Hattersley, 2014, p. 40)  
38 karnanganyja: emu (Hattersley, 2014, p. 77) 
39 mangkayarra: scrub turkey (Hattersley, 2014, p. 99)  
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Nyikina creation stories closely parallel geographical, geological and ecological changes, and 

often explain the formation of particular geographical or geological features of Nyikina 

Country. The Cunningham Anabranch on the Fitzroy River east of Noonkanbah marks a 

boundary between two geological formations, but also the eastern-most boundary of Nyikina 

Country, where the Yoongoorrookoo snake40 split in half. The ngalyak41 story in Looma relates 

how a blue-tongue lizard mother (Looma) drowned in a big flood in the Mardoowarra, and her 

three babies are still there, waiting for her, on the hill behind the community of Looma, where 

three imposing rocks can be seen right at the top of the hill (Madjulla Inc, 2009a). The 

Jandamarra story - different from the rebel “Pigeon” story by Howard Pedersen and Banjo 

Woorunmurra (2000), tells of an ancestor man who drowned in floodwaters trying to swim 

across them and turned into a rock in Wanyjalkan42. Doodoodoo is the name of a place of 

high cultural and spiritual significance, near Mount Wynne, where thermal hot springs come to 

the surface - “bubbling up” water, making the “doodoodoo” sound (Hattersley, 2014, p. 50). 

Similarly to other Aboriginal groups, many Nyikina stories relate to the creation, maintenance 

or upkeep of water sources. As traditional custodians of the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River, 

Nyikina people have “a religious, legal, social and economic responsibility to ‘look after’ the 

lands and waters, by a combination of ritual performance, ‘talking to country’, conservation 

practices, and daily social action”. (Toussaint et al., 2001, p. 2) 

These responsibilities are still central to the way Kimberley Aboriginal people live their daily 

lives and relate to one another, in spite of the enormous changes they have witnessed since 

the colonisation of their lands, and the ensuing challenges they face. These activities are 

important not only in terms of health and well-being, and successful alternative local 

subsistence economies, but they are also absolutely vital for the continuation of practices and 

the transmission of traditional ecological knowledge (Toussaint et al., 2001, p. 3). 

The Mardoowarra is the foundation of Nyikina identity, and for Nyikina people, water – in all its 

states and qualities – is at the centre of both the metaphysical and physical world (Toussaint 

et al., 2001). As Wabi insists: “no river, no people” (Poelina et al., 2015). It therefore comes as 

no surprise that most of the Nyikina creation stories centre around the river. Anne Poelina 

explains this in the following way: 

  

As a Nyikina person we are taught very early, as part of our upbringing and our cultural 

identity, the story of Woonyoomboo, and how Woonyoomboo created the river (…) For 

                                                
40 Yoongoorrookoo: water serpent, co-creator of the river with Woonyoomboo (Hattersley, 2014, p. 144) 
41 ngalyak: blue-tongue lizard (Hattersley, 2014, p. 112) 
42 Wanyjalkan: Upper Liveringa Billabong (Hattersley, 2014, p. 172) 
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Nyikina people, it is a special place, it is a sense of our whole creation, it is a sense of 

who we are as Yimardoowarra people, Yimardoowarra means, belonging to the river. 

(A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2013)\ 

 

The Woonyoomboo story has been published in Nyikina Stories Books (Madjulla Inc, 2009b), 

and other publications (Jarlmadangah Burru Aboriginal Community & Thomson, 2010), as well 

as dramatized in various films and story-telling animations by the Jarlmadangah Community. 

The creation of the river by Woonyoomboo was also re-enacted in Wayne Jowandi Barker’s 

film Milli Milli (Milli Milli Film Group & Barker, 1993). This story is told all along the Fitzroy 

River, with some changes depending on where it is told. The Nyikina story tells of how the 

ancestor Woonyoomboo created the Mardoowarra, and “made the rules” (Poelina et al., 

2015). It figures prominently at the start of our documentary, Three Sisters, Women of High 

Degree (2015), edited and told by three different Elders, Lucy Marshall, Jeannie Warbie, and 

Mick Michael.  

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Photograph 9 (Magali McDuffie): Balkinjirr Billabong 

An important place in the Mardoowarra’s creation story 

 

The next part of the chapter will look at the foundational creation story43 of the river, 

Woonyoomboo and the Yoongoorrookoo, and at how Woonyoomboo brought a precious 

resource, the majala plant44, to Nyikina country. I will also describe the Nyikina ceremony for 

                                                
43 These stories are public and do not contain any restricted material.  
44 majala: freshwater mangrove, barringtonia acutangula (Hattersley, 2014, p. 96) 
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the river, Warloongarriy, and relate a story of place, Manguel Creek. These stories provide 

insights into Nyikina cosmology, and highlight Nyikina people’s intricate connections to the 

Mardoowarra, river country.  

  Woonyooomboo and the Yoongoorrookoo 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photographs 10 & 11: Woonyoomboo and his family fishing and Woonyoomboo  

spearing theYoongkoorrookoo at Mijirikan (Madjulla Inc., 2009b, pp. 6; 9) 

 

The Woonyoomboo story relates the creation of the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River, by the 

ancestor being, Woonyoomboo. Woonyoomboo was a man. He came from Moorrool Moorrool 

with his family, his wives and children, and named all the places along the river. Before him, 

there was no river. In Mijirikan, at a waterhole, he speared the Yoongoorrookoo, the water 

snake, who in his flight created the Mardoowarra. Mijirikan is thus considered to be the place 

of origin of the Fitzroy River (Toussaint et al., 2001, p. 21), and lies at the junction of two 

countries: “Little Nyikina”, also called “Light Nyikina” and “Big Nyikina”, also called “Heavy 

Nyikina” (Stokes, 1982), two different sub-dialects of the Nyikina language. It is a very 

important place to Nyikina people, and the junction of the two countries is clearly visible 

physically, with a marked narrowing of the river and a network of fish traps, an otherwise 

unusual sight along the Fitzroy River. 

Woonyoomboo also brought with him one of the vital resources used by Nyikina people over 

thousands of years, the majala plant. The bark of the majala tree is used to “poison”, or stun 

the fish in the river: by placing the bark in a shallow, enclosed area of the river, and beating it 

with boolirri sticks45, the majala takes the oxygen out of the water and puts the fish to sleep. 

People then collect the fish that they are allowed to collect and let go of the other fish. 

Moorrool moorrool - Woonyoomboo been finding majala there at moorrool moorrool. 

Yeeda you know, that side. He been picking up that majala, bring them. No nothing, 
                                                
45 boolirri: whitewood tree (Hattersley, 2014, p 177) 
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creek, nothing. He been walking right up to, all the way from moorrool moorrool, with 

that majala, looking for waterhole. All the way. He been finding little bit of waterhole in 

Mijirikan. All right, he can see there all the fish. All right, you go and take him all the 

kids to other side. All the kids and wife. Big big one, he tell him. They been poisoning 

them that waterhole. Finish. And take them all the fish, kid and his wife cooking. This 

lot, all the kids they been go cooking fish. Woonyoomboo when he been seeing that 

Yoongoorrookoo get up, he been hit him, finish, take off, been make river now, another 

river going that side, another one right through Fitzroy, pull up halfway.  

No Woonyoomboo, no river. The kids went after him, looking, they been going 'woooo', 

and they hear 'hooo', him gone further and further. Next time when you go river, you 

can hear him sing out (hooooiy) when we fishing, we can hear him sing out - that's 

Woonyoomboo now. Woonyoomboo belong river, you can't see him, you can hear him 

sing out, we got to look back. He sing out like a man. 

He walked from Yeeda, Moorrool Moorrool, through Dambalkoodany, to Mijirikan. He 

been poisoning fish at Mijirikan. Majirribal46. The Yoongoorrookoo took off when he was 

speared. He split the river in two - that side Noonkanbah - other river going from 

Cherabun, this one here this side now. From Derby, right up to Nyikina, right up where 

Woonyoomboo stops, at Mijirikan, that's all Nyikina. Light Nyikina, this side, he now 

gone Noonkanbah, Heavy Nyikina. Different from Light Nyikina, us mob. Different talk. 

That Woonyoomboo, he belong river now, sing out (…). Woonyoomboo been sitting 

down at Mijirikan, wait for the Yoongoorrookoo, Woonyoomboo been sitting down 

there, waiting for Yoongoorrookoo, that's the knee, he been sitting down like that (…) 

Yimardoowarra people, Mardoowarra. The people for the river. No river, people, finish, 

nothing. Woonyoomboo been make that river. No Woonyoomboo, no river. 

         (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2010b) 

  Majala 
 

Cut them big one, low, and we get them that boolirri, and majala tree, we cut him, 

boolirri to hit them that majala - that another tree. And we hit them that majala. And 

when we ready now, when he get dry, the sand, little bit of water this side, we see them 

that fish, we got to poison this river now, one side river, you know, finish, dry. When 

they cut them majala they put them one line, and when we ready, we get them that log 

and bring them and hit them, all the way to the water, then get in that much water 
                                                
46 majirribal: spear (Hattersley, 2014, p. 96) 
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[gesture: chest deep] and put it there. Bark hit them, throw leaves there in that water. 

Woonyoomboo bring that majala all the way from moorrool moorrool. When he been 

walk, seed been fall down all the way. (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2010b) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
         Photographs 12 & 13 (Magali McDuffie): a majala leaf, and majala flower 

 

Lucy remembers how, when she was growing up, her family used to go down to the river to 

“poison the fish” with majala, according to very strict rules: 

The managers47 from Liveringa used to organize a big picnic. We would make all our 

wire spears, our Aboriginal spears, and poison this waterhole with the majala. And the 

managers, they knew what the old people used to do.  Get the brush, break the leaves, 

put it down, put the paperbark, draft the water so no other water can go in to poison the 

one waterhole. They’d cut trees and belt the water until it got like soap. Then you’d see 

all the fish floating. 

They’d say: 'Dooon’t kill bream, dooon’t kill mullet'. You gotta wait for shark, stingray, 

and sawfish. They’re the first ones that used to come out of the water, because they 

take out all the oxygen. Then the big barramundi used to come out and they’d tell us 

which way to throw the spear – not anywhere, gotta be on top of the neck or the side of 

the head. (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 30) 

 

                                                
47 Lucy is talking here about the Aboriginal managers and overseers, not the pastoralists. 
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  Warloongarriy 
  

The main song and ceremony for Nyikina country is the Warloongarriy ceremony. It re-enacts 

the Woonyoomboo story, the creation of particular places along the river on Nyikina country, 

and is associated with young men’s initiations (Toussaint et al., 2001, p. 15).  I recorded the 

public part of the Warloongarriy song, about the majala plant, with Walmajarri Elder Mick 

Michael Wiljaniny and Mark Coles Smith at Balkinjirr in 2008 (Michael Wiljaniny, Poelina, & 

McDuffie, 2008). This involved travelling in the car for some time to collect the right kind of 

wood, from the branches of which singing sticks could be made and used to sing the song 

with accompanying claps.          

Warloongarriy is very important to Aboriginal people… Even now, I show my 

grandchildren: get up on the bank and watch the catfish circling. Little catfish, big 

catfish. That’s the Warloongarriy, Yoongoorrookoo singing that Warloongarriy, and the 

circle, big and round… He’s going around [big catfish], and the little one is going 

opposite way, like a clock. That’s the Warloongarriy for the river. And in the moon, you 

find a circle. That’s for the saltwater, big tide, and warramba48, big flood, ngarlila49. 

Then we know. We’re ready. We don’t need the wireless or the European telling us on 

the news, the cyclone or the monsoon is coming… (Lucy Marshall, in Poelina et al., 

2015) 

The Yoongoorrookoo, the water serpent who created the river, still lives there today, making 

people aware of its presence in different ways – sometimes a rainbow over a billabong for 

instance. He has the power to create storms if he is angry, or if someone behaves badly: 

When people behave disrespectfully, Yoongoorrookoo can get very cross. He might 

drown somebody or cause a flood. It’s not only Nyikina people who can upset him – 

anyone can do it, so we all have to know how to behave at the river. (Watson et al., 

2011)  

At other times, the Yoongoorrookoo sings from the bottom of the river.  When he does, catfish 

can be seen circling in the water, the small ones at the top, koomanamana50, and the big ones 

at the bottom, barooloo51, circling clockwise and counter-clockwise. When ngarnakarra52 circle 

in the sky, the Yoongoorrookoo is singing for them too (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 

                                                
48 warramba: flood (any kind) (Hattersley, 2014, p. 131) 
49 ngarlila: big flood (Hattersley, 2014, p. 115) 
50 koomanamana: small catfish (Hattersley, 2014, p. 84) 
51 barooloo: big catfish (Hattersley, 2014, p. 160) 
52 ngarnakarra: flying fox (Hattersley, 2014, p. 115) 
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2010). Warloongarriy ceremonies were performed on Nyikina Country as well as neighbouring 

countries both before and after colonisation (Bates, 1904-1912; Ngarjno et al., 2000) at 

important meetings and ceremonies, suggesting that the ceremony was known to most 

Kimberley Aboriginal people. In fact, Daisy Bates’s files hardly mention “Nyikina people”, but 

instead, constantly refer to the “Wallungaree people” and their ceremony (Bates, 1985). In the 

public expression of the Warloongarriy ceremony, the Warloongarriy nooloo53, which has 

many other layers, men, women and children all dance in concentric circles (children in the 

middle, women in the inner circle, and men on the outer circle), clockwise and 

counterclockwise, mimicking the circles made by the catfish in the river when the 

Yoongoorrookoo is singing. Only clap sticks and boomerangs are used to accompany the 

singing:  

 Warloongarriy ceremony, they don't use them didgeridoo (...) This one Warloongarriy, 

only little sticks. They go [clapsticks movement]. With nooloo when he dancing this 

kind, jarangkarr that little one54, warraka55, that big one. (J. Warbie, Personal 

Communication, 2010c) 

The ceremony is still performed publicly, for instance at the opening of the DAHS Aboriginal 

Health Centre in Derby in 2006 (Hattersley, 2014, p. 130). I filmed another Warloongarriy 

ceremony at the Walmadany Corroboree in 2011, which had been organised by Nyikina, 

Goolarabooloo, Walmajarri, and Ngarinyin Elders (Poelina, Roe et al., 2011).   

  Manguel Creek - Booloonkoonkoordany 
 

Nyikina people’s hydrogeological knowledge means that they are aware of the location of 

groundwater, recharge and discharge areas, aquifer connectivity and storage. But more than 

their use-value, the spiritual value of water sources is vital: water is often the birthplace of ray, 

spirit children, who come to inhabit the mother of the child when she feels the first fluttering of 

the child moving in her womb. Wabi’s ray comes from Manguel Creek, the birthplace of her 

grandfather, not far from where she was born in Udialla - Jajarrkan (J. Warbie, Personal 

Communication, 2010b). I have been to Manguel Creek with Wabi and her family several 

times. This involves a ritual which is meticulously observed on each visit. Wabi walks into the 

dense forest, towards the creek first, leading the way, calling out to the old people, and 

warning them some visitors are coming. New visitors have to rub their armpits with some of 

the soil from the creek bank, and throw it in the water, while calling out their name, so the 

                                                
53 nooloo: dance (Hattersley, 2014, p. 246) 
54 jarangkarr: boomerang made out of beef wood (Hattersley, 2014, p. 58) 
55 warraka: hooked boomerang (Hattersley, 2014, p. 131) 
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spirits will recognise them and not bother them. People can then sit down and talk about the 

stories relating to Manguel Creek, a “proper good place” (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 

2010b). A story is told for the children, as a warning that one is allowed to swim in the creek, 

but certainly not dive, as this would mean a certain death: 

          

Lucy: do you know why they call it Booloonkoonkoordany? Because it’s a scrub right 

over the water were all the koowaniya56 and all the turtles live. And this is proper wila57. 

Jalngangoorroo wila that one58. I taken my kids and all the grannies. You got to hold on 

– if you swim that way, you won’t come back, you’ll be hitting the roof. 

Wabi: you can swim around, swim around, but you can’t dive. If you dive, you dive for 

good. 

Lucy: You dive when you get up you hit the roof. All day. You go too far that way, too 

far that way. 

Wabi: when I been sick, my dad been taking me swim and put me in that water now. 

         Lucy: and when you float, you’re right. 

Wabi: he been telling us, mummy, take us, there, proper sit, in the morning, we get up, 

good. Bookarrarra proper maboo booroo59.  

         (L. Marshall & J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2010) 

 

Wabi’s deep sense of connectedness to Manguel Creek can be seen in Three Sisters, Women 

of High Degree (2015). During a visit in 2014, I also filmed Wabi going to a special tree not far 

from there, which holds spring water within its roots, carefully hidden by pieces of bark 

covering the opening between the roots. Wabi always refers to this water as “living water”: 

My mother and father been bringing me here. Little one time, and big one. I know this 

place. It’s my country. My grandfather country. This one now. This river. Clean water. 

Living water this one. He never finish, this water. Living water this one. We want them. 

We been grow along this water. (Jeannie Warbie, in Poelina et al., 2015) 

This tree was and still is a very significant place to Nyikina people, who continue to visit the 

site and drink its crystal clear spring water, particularly in the dry season: “living water – can’t 

get him dry. River dry – no river you know. This one living water. That creek this one finish. He 

got dry now river. This one can’t get dry – living water you know”. (Jeannie Warbie, in Poelina 

et al., 2015).  
                                                
56 koowaniya: freshwater crocodile (Hattersley, 2014, p. 89) 
57 wila: water (Hattersley, 2014, p. 132) 
58 jalngangooroo wila: water for medicine men (Hattersley, 2014, p. 56) 
59 bookarrarra proper maboo booroo: Proper good country from the beginning of time (Hattersley, 2014, 
p. 44; 46; 95) 
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Photograph 14: Wabi drinking water from the Manguel Creek tree (Poelina et al., 2015) 

 

Nyikina people practice a wide range of cultural activities, centred around the use of the river 

and its resources: storytelling, ceremonies, fishing, gathering bush foods and medicinal 

plants, family visits to and protection and maintenance of important sites. Booroo, Country, is 

central to Nyikina identity and well-being. The knowledge of where and how to find food and 

other resources on booroo at different times of the year is a vital component of learning the 

Nyikina way, or the “Nyikina rules”, set by Woonyoomboo in the Dreamtime: “Nyikina nganka. 

Rule Nyikina. (…) He [Woonyoomboo] made the rules… Rules for what you got to eat, what 

you can touch ‘em, don’t touch ‘em. You got to do it the right way. Properly” (Lucy Marshall, in 

Poelina et al., 2015).  

1.2.3 Nyikina booroo: Seasonal Cycles 
 

These Nyikina rules constitute the basis of people’s knowledge of the environment. The 

climate of the region is semi arid/arid-monsoonal (Department of Water, 2009, p. 3). Major 

flooding occurs during the wet season, between November and March, although the spatial 

distribution of monsoonal rainfall can vary considerably. During the dry season, the Fitzroy 

River usually becomes a succession of permanent pools and billabongs. Nyikina people call 

these pools koord wila60, literally, dead water. They are recharged by alluvial groundwater 

(referred to by Jeannie Warbie as “living water”) (Department of Water, 2009, p. 6), with water 

slowing to a trickle or not flowing at all. For Nyikina people, climatic events and seasonal 

rhythms are all interconnected with creation stories of Country. Rules have to be observed at 

different times of the year, for instance for fishing or swimming in the Mardoowarra: 

                                                
60 koord wila: billabong (Hattersley, 2014, p. 86) 
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First river run, we tell them: don’t swim. That first river, we call him warrinkarri, that’s 

when the main river comes down, to the Fitzroy, through Tunnel… When they look, 

warrinkarri is already here (…) He clean all that rubbish, what we been using poisoning 

fish, clean them out all the carcasses, gone. You don’t fish in the mighty river, first 

water, that’s the story belong to that man now, Woonyoomboo. (L. Marshall, Personal 

Communication, 2007) 

 

 
Photograph 15 (Magali McDuffie): wiliny tree61 

    

In Nyikina cosmology, seasons are not narrowly circumscribed in terms of set periods 

between fixed months, but rather they are defined by accurate observations of what is 

happening on Country at different times throughout the year. The concept of season is 

therefore spatio-temporally fluid, as the interpretation of seasonal changes may differ from 

one Aboriginal group to another: 

They are not a one people, Nyikina and Mangala - themselves. Mardoowarra, 

Yimardoowarra, is Yimardoowarra people self. They got their own calendar, trees are 

flowering, all the trees, they’re different, summer, winter, and grass and weeds, 

                                                
61 wiliny: caustic bush (Grevillia pyramidalis) – when the wiliny tree flowers, the snakes are laying their 
eggs (Hattersley, 2014, p. 132) 
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seaweeds, bird seeds, you know, they get them in the plain in the black soil.               

(L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2013)  

Environmental indicators such as changes in temperatures, wind directions, river flows, 

flowering or fruiting plants and trees let people know when the time has come for fishing or 

hunting certain species (Harrington & Harrington, 2015, p. 42). On Nyikina Country, when the 

bandarrakoo tree62, the koowaniya63 are laying eggs (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 

2010e). Lalin64 is the beginning of summer, and build-up to the wet season, when the majala 

plant starts to flower (Australian Heritage Council, 2011, pp. 8–9) and people go looking for 

barniy65. Wilakarra66 is the wet season, the time when Nyikina people use the green spinifex 

grass to make limirri resin:        

When you get them grass, Mount Anderson or Liveringa, Lower Liveringa too, he got 

them Balkinjirr, grass, you pull him, then we put them that what name, calico, you get 

them stick, put them that grass, hit them grass, finish, every grass, hit them. Some 

people, some woman, shake them that grass. When he finish, when you go there, for 

that limirri, you don’t drink water, you got to get them that grass, that limirri, pull him 

up, finish right, you go there, now, and drink water, finish, you got to cook them now, 

little round like damper. And when you finish that then you drink water. Big mob in 

Liveringa - I know in Mount Anderson we been doing that. (J. Warbie, Personal 

Communication, 2010e) 

Nyikina booroo, more than a purely geographical, or geological physical space, is therefore a 

complex cosmological place in which the three sisters ground their knowledge, lived 

experiences and actions. I will now briefly introduce Lucy Marshall, Jeannie Warbie, and Anne 

Poelina.   

1.3 Three Yimardoowarra Sisters in Kimberley booroo 
  

From a historical perspective, the Kimberley was colonised by pearlers and pastoralists from 

the 1870s onwards. On the coast, after “protective measures” were taken to prevent the 

exploitation of Aboriginal people on the pearling luggers, the pearling industry reverted to the 

use of Asian labour from other British colonies, resulting in an influx of Malay, Koepangers, 

Chinese, Japanese, Filipino and Indian workers (Preaud, 2009, p. 25). In the interior, as the 
                                                
62 bandarrakoo: ironbark (Hattersley, 2014, p. 37) 
63 koowaniya: freshwater crocodile (Hattersley, 2014, p. 89) 
64 lalin: summer (Hattersley, 2014, p. 91) 
65 barniy: goanna (Hattersley, 2014, p. 40) 
66 wilakarra: wet season (Hattersley, 2014, p. 132) 
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pastoralists moved through the region, gazetting ever bigger tracts of land for cattle or sheep 

farming, they also removed Aboriginal people from their respective traditional countries to 

bring them into the towns of Derby and Broome, to missions, or onto the pastoral stations to 

use them as a cheap labour force. The distribution of the Kimberley Aboriginal population 

today is thus intimately linked with the patterns of settlement of the region (Preaud, 2009, p. 

27), particularly where people’s freedom of movement was restricted to a certain place, such 

as a station or mission. I will examine the colonisation of the region and its impacts on Nyikina 

people in Chapter 4. 

  

Mangala and Walmajarri people were brought in, or migrated, from the desert in the South and 

East to work on the stations on Nyikina Country, and inter-married with Nyikina people. The 

Nyikina-Mangala Native Title Claim Consent Determination, in 2014, announced after a 

lengthy 18-year process (National Native Title Tribunal, 2014; Australian Broadcasting 

Corporation, 2014), recognises the contribution Mangala people have made on Nyikina 

Country. Similarly, when the Ngarinyin, Wunambal, and Worora people from the hill Country in 

the North Kimberley were removed from their ancestral lands, the community of Mowanjum 

was set up near Derby to accommodate them. Today, they pay their respects to and 

recognise Nyikina people, whose land they live on, while continuing to practice their own 

culture and Law. These forced movements of Aboriginal people throughout the Kimberley 

resulted in inter-marriages between different cultural groups. Lucy, Wabi, and Anne’s lived 

experiences reflect these changes, but also Nyikina people’s capacity of adaptation to new 

socio-environmental conditions, while retaining customary practices (Kolig, 1977, p. 36). 

 1.3.1 Lucy Marshall 
 
Lucy Marshall was born in 1933 on Mount Anderson station, under the warimba tree67 

(Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 6). Lucy’s great grandparents on her grandfather’s side came 

from a place called ilynbirri in the ranges country, near Balmaninkarra68. This is the same 

country in which Jandamarra, also known as “Pigeon”, took refuge after shooting and 

attacking white policemen and waged a three-year rebellion against the white occupiers from 

Windjana Gorge and surrounds (Pedersen & Woorunmurra, 2000). Lucy’s grandfather, 

Karrkirar (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 5) was a young man when this happened. When his 

two brothers got killed in the skirmishes with the police, he took his family down to Upper 

Liveringa station, where his wife was from. Lucy describes her grandfather as being Bunuba, 

Unggumi and Heavy Nyikina, and her grandmother as Nyikina, so her mother was both 

                                                
67 warimba: bauhinia tree (Hattersley, 2014, p. 129) 
68 Balmaninkarra: Kimberley Downs Station 
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Nyikina and Bunuba – Lucy still has connections with Bunuba Country today, and speaks 

Bunuba (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009; Marshall & Hattersley, 2004), as well as 

Mangala, because she grew up with Mangala people on the stations. Lucy’s other grandfather 

was a white man, Harry Hunter, an Englishman, who, as a young man, was involved in the 

raids to kidnap Aboriginal people from their country, on the Fitzroy River, to take them to the 

pearl luggers in Broome as forced labour (Broome, 1886, pp. 22–24; Gribble, 1987, p. 50; 

Collins, 2018a). He eventually settled in Bulgin, a popular Aboriginal camping place near 

Beagle Bay, on the Dampier Peninsula, where he is said to have had several Aboriginal 

wives. One of his sons, Eugene Hunter, was Lucy’s father. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                         

 

Photograph 16 (Magali McDuffie): Lucy Marshall, Malabooroo (2009) 

 1.3.2 Jeannie Warbie – Wabi 
  

Wabi was born on Udialla Station, Jajarrkan, on Christmas Eve, but her birth year was not 

recorded. It is thought she is about four or five years younger than Lucy. Udialla is located on 

the other side of the river from Mount Anderson. She is Lucy’s half sister. After Lucy’s birth, 

their mother had been married to a man named Binyjirr, who took her and Lucy to Udialla 

Station when their first son died on Mount Anderson station (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 

4). Wabi often tells the story of her birth – that men, upon realising the baby was a girl, had 

wanted to kill her, but an older woman had intervened and saved her life. She had said to the 

men that one day the baby girl was going to take care of Nyikina Country. The name of that 
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woman was Wabi – and this is how the baby was named after her koombali 69. (J. Warbie, 

Personal Communication, 2014) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                              

 

 

 

Photograph 17 (Magali McDuffie): Jeannie Warbie at Manguel Creek, 2014 

      

 1.3.3 Growing up on the stations 
  

Lucy and Wabi grew up on the pastoral stations on Nyikina Country, working for the pastoralist 

families from about six years of age: 

  

When I was little bit big, Canny Rose [Mount Anderson pastoralist] tell me, feed them 

chook, change them water. If I never feed them, get hiding from boss. And he plant 

vegetable now. He grow along, plant them in the ground. It’s your job, he tell me. Get 

up early, watering the plants, vegetables every day. From there, feeding chooks, 

change them water, get them the eggs (...). (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 

2010a) 

  

                                                
69 koombali: namesake (Hattersley, 2014, p. 84) 
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Photograph 18: Mount Anderson Homestead, circa 1930 - Photographer: Neville (1875-1954a) 

 

The rhythm of people’s lives depended on the seasonal work their families would get on the 

station – with the wet season around Christmas time usually being “holiday” time, a time 

where little or no work on the stations meant Aboriginal people were freer to move about 

between stations, gather for ceremony, community and family life, and carry out cultural rituals 

and responsibilities (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 105). Jeannie Warbie, during a visit to the 

Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) in Canberra in 

2011, recounted how her father would take her with him to the Jooloorroo Corroboree70 for 

three or four consecutive wet seasons, as it travelled through the different pastoral stations on 

Nyikina Country. The Jooloorroo Ceremony was an intertribal ceremony which may have 

started in Port Hedland in 1912 (Glowczewski, 2014b), or in Nullagine (Akerman, 1980b, p. 

235). It re-enacted the violence of historical contact and the sinking of the Koombanah 

Steamer, intertwining the events of colonisation with Aboriginal cosmology (Glowczewski, 

2014b). The ceremony travelled from the south up to Looma in Nyikina Country, then to the 

north and to the east (Akerman, 1980b, p. 235; Deakin, 1978), and eventually reached 

Warlpiri Country in 1979 (Glowczewski, 2014b). Young men’s initiation rituals took place 

during these ceremonies, and continue to occur during the wet season:  

                                                
70 Also spelt Julurru in Walmajarri language. See Julurru Corroboree on ICTV (Angus, Lands, 
Chaquebor, Shoveller, & McDuffie, 2017) 



 62 

They paint themselves for Law, they get them that paint, all the men paint themselves 

for Law, can paint them little boys when they go bush for Law. Big one boy, when he 

get big. And women, all the mothers, we put them all the mothers, make them sit, all 

the mothers sit down, we paint them, bodies, face, red paint - dookool71. This one boy, 

his son, we paint them. His mother sees him, in the morning, we sing, they’re singing, 

all the women, dance, all night, in the morning, when sun come, all right finish, they 

take them all the boys bush now, mothers crying. (…) We play all night, I been play 

too, all night, til sunrise, no sleep. All the mothers sit down like that [puts her head 

down] and then we play, we dance, all night. (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 

2010a) 

Unlike many other Aboriginal children who were removed from their families into missions, 

some Nyikina people, like Lucy and Wabi, grew up on their country, with their families and 

extended kinship networks. Pastoralists were highly dependent on the cheap labour 

Aboriginal families provided in exchange for tea, flour, sugar, blankets and soap. 

Aboriginal people supplemented the usual staples given to them by the pastoralists with the 

bush foods they were used to. Visits were made to family and extended relatives’ networks 

through the wet season, when people would walk from station to station, relying on bush 

foods, hunting, fishing, and traditional practices: 

You know that flying fox, my dad shoot them, my mum pick them up, cooking them, he 

take Johnny Watson, Harry Watson and me and Lucy. They cook that flying fox, we 

take them to eat. Good. (…) When we go holiday, take me, my father, my mother, they 

making kalbaya72, swim, put them everything in there, swag, flour, tea, sugar, in the 

kalbaya, and me there, and put them in river. (J. Warbie, Personal Communcation, 

2010a) 

  

Wabi often describes the difficult working conditions on Upper Liveringa station, where she 

spent time as a young woman:  

  

Long time we been working here, workin’ along the Mrs. 

Washin’ plates, when we’re ready, lay them table… 

Mrs never put them – we put them. 

We knock off work and we go camp. Finish. 

Little bit have a rest, come back, have a shower. 

                                                
71 Dookool: red ochre (Hattersley, 2014, p. 51) 
72 Kalbaya: raft (Hattersley, 2014, p. 72) 
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Lay them table now, get them that plate, we wash them, we wait… Pudding now. 

Washing again, clean up kitchen, clean up table, sweep the floor… Do Everythin’. Hard 

work. 

We go there – wash them clothes, like that. We boil in copper, sheet and everythin’ we 

boil them. Take them out now. Wring them. This kind. Every one sheet. Hang them up 

now. Hang them up hard work… [shows her hands] That’s why weak now this one, 

from work… 

You know white man, he don’t have early supper, you got to wait, you got to wait until 

late, he havin’ supper. When we go back, everybody sleep! 

Workin’ hard, no money. We never have money. We only get them clothes, and soap, 

and blanket, mosquito net. That’s all. And tobacco. That’s all. 

(Jeannie Warbie, in Poelina et al., 2015) 

  

In spite of the fact people’s movements and activities were severely restricted for most of the 

year, Aboriginal people working on the pastoral stations were able to continue practicing their 

law and culture, and daily activities and cultural responsibilities, passing them on to their 

children. 

And then, for measles or sores, they used miniritchi and corkwood tree or property 

bush – wash the sores in a bath. And for fever they’d use gum tree, eucalypt leaves. 

Boil it in a little billycan or big bucket (…) We’d go hunting for sugarbag. Fill the billycan 

up, or make a dish from the bark. They used to teach us how to knock the bark off and 

put all our sugarbag or put all our fish in our bark, if we’ve got no time to make 

coolamon. (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 33) 

Anne Poelina’s grandfather, William Watson, was the son of a local pastoralist, and of a 

Nyikina woman. He grew up working as a stockman and became the overseer of Mount 

Anderson station, working closely with his white half-brother Canny Rose. He married a 

Nyikina woman, Emily Edgar. Recognising the importance of education for his own children, 

he sent them to the Beagle Bay Mission to have them educated by the missionaries. Anne’s 

Mother, Dorothy Hunter (née Watson), would later recall how the children were severely 

mistreated at the mission (McCord, Anastassiou, & Rubenstein, 1993; Poelina, 2009, p. 66). 

According to Anne Poelina, William Watson had the foresight and resourcefulness to make 

use of his white family connections to eventually have his children schooled in the Derby 

School. He also got exempted from the Native Administration Act 1905 in 1930, but would 

later have to watch his own children navigate through their own complex exemption 

processes, which required of them to renounce their kinship, community and family ties 
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(Poelina, 2009, pp. 66–69). But William Watson is also remembered as a violent man who 

mistreated women on the stations he worked on, including Lucy: 

But then William Watson used to run amok with us girls. He used to be a very rough 

spade. We used to be frightened. We used to be shaking, oh yeah! Used to grab us by 

the throat. We wasn’t game to tell our step-fathers or our mothers. Wasn’t game to 

report him to the boss. He used to do a lot of horrible things to us you know. We used 

to be frightened and scared. Then I got pregnant to him with my first son. (Marshall & 

Hattersley, 2004, p. 45) 

Lucy’s son Paddy was taken away from her when he was two, by the Watson family. Lucy was 

still under the Aborigines Act 1905, while the Watsons were considered to be in the same 

category as the Europeans, after William Watson’s exemption from the Act (Marshall & 

Hattersley, 2004, pp. 47–48). Lucy could not do anything to prevent her son’s removal.  

 1.3.4 Anne Poelina  
 

      Photograph 19 (Magali McDuffie): Anne Poelina, Walmadany, 2012 
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Anne Poelina’s mother, Dorothy, was married to Eugene Hunter at a very young age and had 

six children to him. Eugene Hunter already had children from a previous wife – he was Lucy 

Marshall’s father. After separating from him, Dorothy met Simon Poelina while living in 

Broome. Simon Poelina was a Timorese pearl diver working on the pearl luggers in Broome, 

who had arrived in Australia through the Merchant Navy as a Dutch citizen. Together, they 

had six more children, including Anne. Even though the three sisters are not all blood-related, 

the extended family and kinship system has meant that their families were always close: Lucy 

and Wabi are Anne’s older sisters, and Anne refers to both of them as ngoonoo73.  

Unlike Lucy and Wabi who grew up on the pastoral stations on Nyikina Country, Anne grew up 

in Broome and forged cultural connections there as well. Her parents would also often take 

her on visits to Country, and Anne attended women’s ceremonies as a young woman. The 

family was poor, the discipline strict, but the Poelina household were known to be generous 

people who did not hesitate to take people in for the night if they did not have anywhere to 

sleep (Poelina, 2014b). Anne and her brothers and sisters grew up in the multicultural hub 

that Broome was and still is. Broome was exempted from the White Australia policy because 

of its thriving pearling industry, which meant that Japanese, Chinese, Malay, Filipino, 

Timorese and Aboriginal people lived and worked together, even though segregationist 

measures were taken by the government early on to try and prevent “miscegenation” (Preaud, 

2009, p. 25). Most of the “old families of Broome”, as they are known locally, are multicultural. 

Anne’s mother, who had been educated at the Beagle Bay mission and later, in the Derby 

School, strived to emphasise the importance of education to her children. In our documentary, 

Anne reflects on her life journey, her connection to her mother’s country, and explains what 

“belonging to Country” means for her:  

Broome is  such a beautiful place and I love it and it’s my home (...). I’ve done, you 

know,  a lot of interesting things in my life, I originally went into nursing and then 

decided to go into the field of education, I’ve done many things, I’ve been an 

academic, I’ve been a lecturer, nursed all over the state, done lots of things, and, a few 

years ago, I wrote a doctoral thesis looking at the impact of colonisation on Nyikina 

people, and the influences of government, and the most important thing I found in my 

thesis was that to some extent government… government, laws, legislation, has 

actually contributed to Aboriginal disadvantage, and in particular, Nyikina people in the 

West  Kimberley of Western Australia. 

So several years ago when I was working in Lismore I had a phone call from my 

cousin brother, Robert Watson, and there was an invitation to come out to Balkinjirr         
                                                
73 Ngoonoo: older sister (Hattersley, 2014, p. 117) 
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community and start to build on the dreams that we had talked to my uncle Ivan         

Watson about. So there was a great opportunity to come back to Country, have a   

home, and to have a sense of belonging, a sense of space, a sense of this was my       

traditional lands, because this was where my mother was conceived and this is where   

she grew up and spent her childhood. So it’s such a wonderful place and I knew from    

the moment that I first turned up there that I felt a sense of peace and a sense of       

belonging, and a connectedness to that Country. (Anne Poelina, in Poelina et al., 

2015) 

 

 1.3.5 Life After the Stations 
  

The Equal Rights movement of the 1960s, which led to the 1967 Referendum, and the famous 

Gurindji walk-off, also precipitated the move to Equal Pay for Aboriginal workers in the 

Kimberley. Most pastoralists refused to pay the stockmen and domestic staff, and Aboriginal 

people had no choice but to leave the stations where they had been born, grew up and worked 

on for most of their lives. They went and lived in the towns of Derby and Broome in the hope of 

finding work and gaining access to welfare (Jebb, 2002; Marshall & Hattersley, 2004). Three 

mass population movements have occurred in the Kimberley since colonisation: the initial, 

forced migration from the bush to the missions or pastoral stations, then the exodus from 

pastoral stations into the towns at the end of the 1960s, which was followed by a move back to 

Country in the 1980s, a move encouraged by government policy (Sullivan, 1996, p. 27). 

  

Lucy moved to Derby in the 1960s, had six children of her own and fostered and raised more 

than forty others of all racial backgrounds (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. viii). She taught her 

children both “the Nyikina way” and “the English way” so they could “talk back to the kardiya”74 

(Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, pp. 58–59). She has been involved in Aboriginal affairs for a 

very long time: she was the first woman elected on the board of the Kimberley Land Council 

after the Noonkanbah events of 1980; she was part of the National Advisory Council, sat on 

the Aboriginal Housing Board, worked for the Welfare Department, served on the Board of the 

Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies for one term, and sat on 

the board of the Aboriginal Cultural Material Committee (ACMC) for a long time (Marshall & 

Hattersley, 2004, p. 102). She also campaigned tirelessly for the recognition of the victims of 

2,4,5-T and 2,4-D herbicides (Sheperd, 2015); her son Cyril died at 33, in 1983, after being 

exposed to them while spraying for the Agricultural Protection Board (see Chapter 5); her 

grandson Nigel, Cyril’s son, died of cancer in 2013, after appearing on a Four Corners 
                                                
74 kardiya: white person (Hattersley, 2014, p. 76) 
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investigation on the use of the herbicides. He passed away soon after the episode went to air 

(Four Corners & Cohen, 2013). 

For her tireless engagement, lifetime commitment to the Nyikina and broader Aboriginal 

community, her mentoring work, and her key contribution to negotiations for Land Use 

Agreements, she became a Member of the Order of Australia (AM) in 2015 (Trigger & Jones, 

2015). 

Wabi raised five children and moved to Broome after leaving the stations. Like Lucy, she 

experienced the grief of the loss of a son, in her case to an apparent suicide. Her daughter 

Audrey was taken away from her when she was just an infant. When she was a toddler, 

Audrey had become very sick and was flown from Derby to Perth by the Flying Doctor 

Service. Wabi understood that she would be back within a week, but she never came back. It 

was only after lengthy enquiries with different hospitals that she learned that her daughter had 

suffered from meningitis and had been left severely brain-damaged. She had been placed in 

an institution without Wabi’s knowledge. Wabi and her family members now visit her when 

they are in Perth, and Audrey flies up to Broome once a year with her carers to visit her 

family. 

When Anne came back to live in Broome and Balkinjirr, Lucy asked for her help to set up 

Nyikina Inc., as well as to garner support for a Nyikina Cultural Centre in Derby. Anne Poelina 

and her partner, Ian Perdrisat, also set up Madjulla Inc., an independent, not-for-profit 

organisation in Broome, in 1989. Madjulla Inc is responsible for many education, research and 

training initiatives, such as the Majala Wilderness Centre at Balkinjirr, but also publications 

and advocacy films. I have worked with both organisations in my professional capacity as 

filmmaker since 2007. Anne continues to work as the manager of Madjulla Inc and as an 

adjunct lecturer with affiliations to several Australian universities. She often travels to 

conferences, nationally and internationally, to give talks about protecting the Mardoowarra 

and Nyikina Country.  

Wabi became heavily involved in both Nyikina Inc and Madjulla Inc and the cultural initiatives 

put in place by both organisations. She has been instrumental in publishing two books of 

Nyikina stories, and recording and teaching Nyikina language for the past fifteen years, 

culminating in the publication of the Interactive Nyikina Dictionary in 2014 (Hattersley, 2014). 

Wabi’s dedicated work on the Nyikina dictionary and language programs saw her appointed 

as the Nyikina Language Representative at the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre 

(KALACC) as well as being a Cultural Adviser on the Walalakoo Prescribed Body Corporate 

holding the Nyikina-Mangala Native Title Determination until 2017.  
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Wabi lives in Broome where most of her family reside. Her extensive kinship connections 

throughout the Kimberley can at times be a double-edged sword: she loves visiting and 

spending time on country with relatives in various communities, but she also has to look after 

many relations when they are passing through Broome, or have nowhere to stay. Her small, 

derelict state commission house is often full to the brim with elders, young men, women and 

children, all sleeping on a colourful collection of mattresses assembled in the main lounge 

area. Everyday living in Broome is far from easy: her meagre pension often does not stretch 

until the next payment, particularly when she has visitors, and she has to rely on other family 

members to survive. Some of the relatives she supports have alcohol-related issues, but as 

the matriarch of the family, she has uncontested authority in tense situations.  As her rangin75, 

I often drive Wabi to the shops, the bank, the pharmacy, Centrelink, or any other errand she 

may need to do when I am in Broome: this is a privileged time, when we get to catch up on all 

the family and community news.  

  

The three sisters’ lived experiences reflect both the wider Kimberley historical, political, and 

social experience as well as the contemporary hopes and aspirations of Nyikina people for 

booroo, winangarri76, and nganka77. With the support of their families and other Nyikina 

people, and of wider alliances through the region, the three women have spearheaded the 

fight to protect Nyikina culture, Country and language for the next generations through 

multiple initiatives which they refer to as “cultural actions”. These will be discussed in Chapter 

6 and 7.  

 

Conclusion 

  
In this chapter I have introduced the broader setting of my study, the Kimberley, and provided 

an overview of the region as an administrative space. I have examined geographical, 

demographic, economic and health data, and investigated Nyikina people’s sense of place 

and identity as both Yimardoowarra people, belonging to the river, and as Kimberley 

Aboriginal people.  

                                                
75 rangin: woman’s mother-in-law, or woman’s son’s wife (Hattersley, 2014, p. 122) 
76 winangarri: tribe, mob, group (Hattersley, 2014, p. 133) 
77 nganka: language, talk, story (Hattersley, 2014, p. 113) 
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I have introduced the Kimberley as a physical, geological space, and complemented this 

scientific description by examining the cosmological significance of Nyikina Country as 

Yimardoowarra booroo - the place of the people belonging to the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River.   

By recounting Nyikina Creation stories, and Nyikina stories of place, I have provided an 

understanding of the deep relatedness of Nyikina people to place and Country, particularly to 

the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River.  

After investigating the Kimberley as both “space” and “place” through the lenses of Western 

Science and Nyikina cosmology, I have anchored my main collaborators, the three Nyikina 

sisters, in this landscape, while taking into account the historical, political and social context in 

which the women’s lived experiences have occurred.  

Having situated the context of my study and its main protagonists, it is paramount, particularly 

within an Indigenist methodology, that I now locate myself as the researcher (Smith, 1999). In 

the next chapter, I will discuss the collaborative methods developed in the process of my 

research.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                       

Photograph 20 (Magali McDuffie): Grant Ranges, Kimberley backroads 
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CHAPTER 2  

Research Design – Following the Kalara Principle 
 

Introduction 
 

In the introduction to the thesis, I mentioned the fact that I worked as a filmmaker for three 

years with Nyikina communities prior to enrolling in a PhD. I was therefore able to forge close 

collaborative relationships with Nyikina women prior to becoming an academic researcher. 

The idea of enrolling into a PhD was discussed many times with Anne Poelina, Lucy Marshall, 

and other community members. My research questions emerged from these discussions, from 

the insights I had gained spending time on Country over three years, and from what I had 

identified as gaps in the literature, particularly in terms of “listening” to voices on the ground. 

As I will discuss below, film had been the Nyikina women’s medium of choice for recording, 

sharing and disseminating knowledge for ten years, before I started working with them. In our 

conversations, they consistently expressed their wish to see our filmic collaboration continue 

in the context of my research as a culturally-sensitive data gathering approach (Smith, 1999) 

within an emancipatory process which I call kalara78. Through this process, women were able 

to fully participate in the research which produced ongoing outcomes for their communities.  

Our collaborative approach is based on an Indigenist (Smith, 1999), or an Indigenous 

Research Methodology (Weber-Pillwax, 2009). This methodology reinforces Indigenous ways 

of seeing the world, validates Indigenous philosophies and principles, legitimates the 

existence of Indigenous cultures, and supports Indigenous peoples in their struggles and 

aspirations for autonomy (De Ishtar, 2008, p. 168; Smith, 1999, p. 185). Secondly, even 

though Participatory (and Emancipatory) Action Research (PAR) has at times been co-opted 

by the neo-liberalist discourse, and institutionalised in mainstream social research (Jordan, 

2009, p. 18), it offers useful principles: direct participation, democratic discussion, debate, 

feedback, inclusiveness, and a concern with social justice (Kapoor & Jordan, 2009, p. 10; 

McTaggart, 1997). PAR, in its initial state, as conceived of by Fals-Borda back in 1969, aims 

at engaging the community in a collaborative research process to create positive, 

transformational change (Weber-Pillwax, 2009, p. 57) for the entire community - and is 

therefore particularly suited to Indigenous processes. As far as research and PAR are 

                                                
78 kalara: born, revealed - to  make seen, visible (Hattersley, 2014, p. 72) 
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concerned, Fals-Borda envisaged that the researcher’s role was not only in examining and 

describing certain aspects of society, but that he or she had the responsibility to become 

involved in political action if the research uncovered injustices which needed to be remediated 

(Fals-Borda, 1997, p. 107; Weber-Pillwax, 2009, p. 48). This is a responsibility which 

resonates well with an independent filmmaker’s aspirations, as will be examined below. 

In the first part of this chapter I contextualise my study in the wider arena of ethnographic 

filmmaking in Australia. I then examine the history of Nyikina films, and the concept of 

participatory filmmaking as defined by the visionary French filmmaker, Jean Rouch, in the 

1940s. Having examined the medium of film as an outcome, I address film as a process, and 

look at the ways film, used as an Indigenist methodology, can contribute to the deconstruction 

of the Eurocentric discourse, while giving voice to a multiplicity of counter-discourses. I also 

examine my dual role as the filmmaker / researcher, and demonstrate how film, as a 

performative process, connects stories and people locally, nationally and internationally. 

2.1 From Ethnographic to Participatory Films 

 2.1.1 Early Ethnographic Films 

 In the face of the impacts of colonisation, the removal of people from their ancestral lands, the 

constant attacks on their languages and cultures, Aboriginal people have consistently sought 

to record and disseminate their customary practices for transmission to future generations, 

often without knowing when or if the time would come when these records would reach their 

descendants. This is particularly well-illustrated in William Barak’s deliberate and strategic 

endeavours to circulate his ceremonial paintings all over the world in the hope that one day in 

the not too distant future they would come back to the Wurundjeri people and help them 

preserve their culture (Jobling & Wurundjeri Elders, 2016). 

For a long time, Aboriginal people have been engaging, both privately and publicly, in 

dialogues with individual members of the settler society or government institutions at large. 

Whether these dialogues took the shape of letters, petitions, witness statements, life 

narratives, and later on, autobiographies or films, they have been consistent in their presence 

both throughout time and space (Van Toorn, 2001). Films therefore represent only one of the 

many manifestations of this engagement – what Faye Ginsburg refers to as  “shooting back”: 

using the medium of film to explore issues of Indigeneity, citizenship, and representation, and 

to mediate across “disjunctures of time, culture, and prejudice” (Ginsburg, 1999, p. 295).  
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Early ethnographic filmmaking merely evokes images of explorers gathering footage of 

“undiscovered” peoples, of the “Other” in all its differences, “oddity”, and exoticism (Hearne, 

2006, p. 307) - see for instance, In the Land of the Headhunters (Curtis, 1914) or Among the 

Cannibal Isles of the South Pacific (Rothafel & Johnson, 1918). At the time, filmmakers mainly 

responded to “folk culture” expectations (Ruby, 2000, p. 10) of the exotic and the unknown. As 

a result, the films were mainly “expository films” (Gauthier, 2010, p. 28; MacDougall, 1998, p. 

4). They placed the filmmaker in the position of the “all-knowing” observer and giving him 

unquestioned authority. Jay Ruby has argued that such films only served to uphold a “colonial 

view of the world” (Ruby, 2000, pp. 7–10).  

In Australia, starting in the early 20th century, numerous films were made about Aboriginal 

people, most of them concerned with ceremonies, and highlighting the reductionist notions of 

the primitive “Other” of social Darwinism (Fforde, Bamblett, Lovett, Gorringe, & Fogarty, 

2013). In the 1960s, the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies 

(AIATSIS) set up a film unit with the main purpose of doing scientific research and archiving 

culture (Bryson, 2002, pp. 13–16). Non-interference was spoken about in theory – but in 

practice, mainly because of time and financial constraints, filmmakers were still directing 

people, choosing the times the ceremonies should be performed, and the clothes people 

should be wearing, all this in a bid for “authenticity” (Bryson, 2002, p. 25). The “take your 

clothes off, throw on some ochre, and look noble” attitude, as Mackinolty and Duffy (1987) put 

it, was unfortunately the norm for a very long time. Through visual representations to non-

Indigenous audiences, the concept of authentic “Aboriginality” was defined as a negative, a 

problem to be solved (McKee, 1999, pp. 140–143), or merely as exotic, through accepted, 

repetitive, stereotyped representations of Aboriginal people. These representations became a 

control mechanism through which European eyes would supposedly “know” what Aboriginality 

was. These supposed truths on Aboriginal people’s wants, needs and requirements (McKee, 

1999, p. 147), constrained people’s assumptions even further (Said, 1978). Thus, they 

participated in the construction of an Australian “national imaginary”, justifying the country’s 

colonisation (Hamilton, in Ginsburg, 1993, p. 561).  

 2.1.2 Participatory Filmmaking: The Influence of Jean Rouch 
  

One of the precursors of participatory documentary filmmaking was French filmmaker Jean 

Rouch, who also had a significant influence on the French New Wave and on the genre of 

cinéma-vérité (Henley, 2010), and formulated the main principles of participatory filmmaking 

and shared anthropology. Rouch conceived of cinema as an irreplaceable research tool. After 

working as an anthropologist in Africa, he had sent his books and articles to his subjects – but 
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people had little interest in them. Film, in contrast, enabled a “counter-gift” process: in his first 

film feedback session, his “subjects” immediately rejected the use of black and white, and 

criticised his choice of music (Diop, 2007). This, for Rouch, was a revelation: “subjects” had 

turned into participants and collaborators, countering, in his own words, his Western filmic 

“habits”, and taking their own place in the films as auteurs in an “anthropologie partagée”79. In 

that instant, the “I” of the filmmaker had become “we”, transcending barriers of race, culture, 

and classes - creating what Rouch called “a utopia through inter-subjectivity” (Rouch, cited in 

Diop, 2007).  

From then on, Rouch developed the practice of “returning to show the finished film to the 

people who had participated in its making” (Eaton, 1979, p. 4). After editing the film in Paris he 

would return to Niger, screen it, and often record an unscripted, improvised (Henley, 2010) 

voice-over by the participants themselves. Feedback had become an essential part of Rouch’s 

filmmaking process, fostering mutual understanding, and, as Rouch argued, giving the film 

subjects the dignity they were owed:  

The idea of film is to transform anthropology, the eldest daughter of colonialism, a 

discipline reserved to those with power interrogating people without it. I want to replace 

it by a shared anthropology. That is to say, an anthropological dialogue between 

people belonging to different cultures, which for me represents the discipline of human 

sciences for the future. (Rouch, 1971) 

Rouch was convinced that one day film would be a “one-man system” (Eaton, 1979, p. 40), 

whereby a filmmaker could work on his own in the field for extended periods of time. He saw 

this as the ideal to be achieved, intimating that film crews were too complex, too expensive, 

intrusive, and constituted an “obstacle to participant cinema” (Eaton, 1979, p. 55). True to his 

predictions, I am indeed a “one-woman system” with usually only one camera, one tripod, and 

one set of mics. This allows for a “paring away” of technical means to suit the requirement of 

being extremely mobile at all times in order to be able to shoot at any moment, in any place. 

Rouch viewed the filmmaker as an ethnologist having to make sense of events as they 

happened in the field rather than consulting his field notes on his return. As such, Rouch 

suggested that films should be constructed in the field, with the participants, and that no script 

should be written in advance, or shots pre-determined. In Rouch's opinion, films are a 

distillation of meaning, an open door to a world of knowledge that the written word cannot 

synthesize in the same manner, or as concisely (Eaton, 1979). In my collaborative films with 

Nyikina women, events, discussions, meetings, or trips on country are recorded in the 

                                                
79 Anthropologie partagée: shared anthropology 
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circumstances they happen – there is never a second take because of time and budget 

constraints. To this day, many of Rouch’s principles of shared anthropology, and participatory 

filmmaking, apply to our collaborative endeavours.  

 2.1.3: 1970s & 1980s: Local Content and Collaborative Films 
 

In the 1970s and 1980s, with the growing awareness in Aboriginal communities of the power 

of visual representation in the media, conflicts emerged over offensive stereotypical 

representations of Aboriginal people. The portrayals of the good “noble savage”, or of his 

“residue of culture”, as Wolfe puts it, the threatening, drunken man on the outskirts of towns,  

were both enabling constructions of the “Other” characteristic of a logic of elimination by the 

colonising power (Wolfe, 1999, p. 27).  

With good reason, communities insisted on more local content, produced by them locally, for 

local broadcast, insisting on a contemporary Aboriginal experience rather than the 

reconstruction of a distant past (MacDougall, in Ginsburg, 1995, p. 218). One must note here 

that the emergence, through time, of new forms of media in Aboriginal communities, as Biddle 

and Stefanoff argue, is not indicative of a break in tradition, or of a lack of authenticity, nor is it 

a sign of a “corrupted” culture obsessed with commodification: rather, it reflects an 

understanding of experimentation, of things being the “same, but different” (Biddle & 

Stefanoff, 2014, p.101).  

Spurred by the rising interest of remote communities in these new ways of self-expression, the 

first media collaborations began to emerge at the end of the 1970s between anthropologists 

and Aboriginal communities. In 1979, French anthropologist and filmmaker Barbara 

Glowczewski worked on experimental films in collaboration with Warlpiri women, recording 

rituals associated with male initiation ceremonies on 16mm film (Glowczewski, 2014a). Her 

collaborative work with Warlpiri women continues to this day. The significance of the seminal 

work of central Australian Aboriginal organisations such as CAAMA and Warlpiri Media 

Assocation, now PAW Media, established by Francis Jupurulla Kelly and Eric Michaels, is 

examined in Stefanoff’s PhD thesis (2009). These film collaborations in Yuendumu in the 

1980s are also described at length in Eric Michaels’ work (Michaels, 1994). Michaels argued 

for Aboriginal-owned media, and envisaged film as a tool for political resistance and cultural 

maintenance (Hinkson, 2005, p. 158). He also found opportunities existed in collaborative 

filmmaking, but only as an interpretive act of negotiation between filmmakers and 

communities. Filmmakers, he said, should adjust to the rhythm and expectations of the 

community, and become catalysts, or conduits, working with and for Aboriginal communities 

(Michaels, 1994, p. 36). In turn, Michaels argued that film could only be a tool for political 
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resistance if video production became embedded in traditional forms, raising the all-important 

issue of authenticity (Hinkson, 2005, p. 159). For Hinkson, by emphasizing the traditional 

aspects of the Warlpiri films, Michaels overlooked their significant intercultural dimension, in 

terms of who participated in the projects, who was driving them, whose traditions were being 

engaged, and which meanings were being produced (Hinkson, 2005, pp. 164–165). Thus, 

collaboration was a feature of early ventures by Aboriginal media associations, and Hinkson 

suggests it still is (Hinkson, 2005, p. 166). Film could therefore be viewed as a mediating 

object, in which form “cannot be considered apart from the complex contexts of production 

and interpretation that shape its construction” (Ginsburg, 1999, p. 296). The concept of 

participatory, or trans-cultural filmmaking (MacDougall, 1998), started to take hold in many 

collaborations. 

2.2 Nyikina Films 

 2.2.1 International Context 
 

Throughout the 1980s, as Aboriginal communities started making films for their own purposes, 

a strong emphasis was put on local content for local broadcasting. The stories were real, and 

there was little room in them for invention, or fiction. Whilst this worked well for communities, 

governments discouraged the initiative on the ground of economic imperatives (Michaels, 

1994, pp. 36–37). However, a growing interest from the international community for 

Indigenous cultures and political activism showed the need to communicate on a broader 

scale. Aboriginal people’s agency continued to materialise in films, performances, festivals, 

and political actions across the world. In the 1980s, numerous Aboriginal Elders, performers, 

and political activists travelled to France, Europe and the United States to not only “represent” 

their culture, as Arnaud Morvan argues, but to reproduce it and re-establish it. It was a way of 

re-affirming their identity in a new context, empowering themselves, and creating new 

networks through old and new ways of connecting with people in an international space 

(Morvan, 2011, p. 107).  

In the 1980s, a film by Oliver Howes, On Sacred Ground (Hughes & Howes, 1980), retraced 

the fight of Noonkanbah people against a mining company wanting to explore a sacred 

Aboriginal site. Distributed internationally, it pointed the finger at the Australian Government’s 

colonialist policies, and to this day, still encapsulates Nyikina and Walmajarri Elders’ 

aspirations and will to fight for their land rights. The film also became the symbol of Indigenous 

solidarity and agency not only across Australia, with Warlpiri Elders bringing a ceremony to 

Noonkanbah in support of the protesters, but also across the world (Glowczewski, 2011, p. 2).  



 76 

The use of the film medium also played an important part in the process of “historical, political, 

and cultural consciousness-raising” (Turner, 1991, p. 69). It brought Indigenous people’s 

stories into the public light, honouring their oral traditions (Iseke & Moore, 2011, p. 34), but it 

also showcased Indigenous people as self-conscious agents of power filming the stories that 

were important to them (Turner, 1991, p. 70). Representing themselves to the dominant 

power, and breaking away from the model of media or television as “national culture” (Hartley, 

2004), Indigenous people were able to enter a process which would take them from self-

conscientisation to political mobilisation (Turner, 1991, p. 70). Like the Kayapo people of 

Brazil, Nyikina people successfully made the transition from film subjects to collaborators and 

producers.  

 2.2.2 Collaborative Films on Nyikina Country 
 

In 1991, A Kimberley Mob (Isaac & Chase, 1991) followed the daily lives and trials of three 

brothers in a Nyikina community, running one of the first Aboriginal-owned cattle stations in 

the Kimberley, Mount Anderson, after the outstation movement. In 1993, a film by Yawuru 

Jabirr-Jabirr artist Wayne Barker, Milli Milli, took the audience on a journey of story-telling 

through the Kimberley (Milli Milli Film Group & Barker, 1993). In it, Nyikina elder Darby 

Nangaryin tells the story of the creation of the Fitzroy River by the ancestor Woonyoomboo.  

In 2000, professional filmmakers came to train and work with young people at Jarlmadangah 

Community to make a documentary, Jarlmadangah Mob (Jarlmadangah Burru Aboriginal 

Corporation, 2000). It followed the lives of the young people on their community as they talked 

to each other about their hopes, aspirations, daily lives and struggles. Appropriating the 

medium (Pink, 2007, p. 179) and making it their own (Hopkins, 2006, p. 342), Nyikina people 

realised the importance of preserving and transmitting their cultural capital, their stories, 

traditions and songs, and began to produce videos and DVDs about Nyikina culture, such as 

the video series, Nyikina Cultural Activities (Sputore & Marshall, 2004). These films, first used 

for cultural revival purposes (Ginsburg, 1995, p. 234), reveal a determination to be seen as 

agents of the construction of their own identity, and not simply as victims of history 

(Glowczewski, 2011, p. 3; Grixti, 2011). The emphasis was put on conveying the significance 

of Nyikina culture for the younger generations (both in the process of filming and the 

educational film product), as a way to ground their identities which for so long had been 

denied through removal and assimilation policies. Again, collaboration with non-Aboriginal 

filmmakers was often a feature of these productions. 

By the time I arrived in Broome in 2007, Nyikina people had been making films for nearly ten 

years. Our first film, The Nyikina Cultural Centre (Poelina et al., 2007), was aimed at funding 
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bodies:  Nyikina Inc was seeking support from various organisations in order to set up a 

Nyikina Cultural Centre in Derby. 

 When our collaboration started, the purpose of our films was to showcase the various positive 

initiatives of Nyikina people for sustainable development in their communities. The films were 

aimed at attracting funding from government and non-government organisations alike in order 

to sustain a diversity of cultural projects: the running of language and training programs 

(Poelina, Perdrisat & McDuffie, 2010), the creation of the Majala Wilderness Centre (Poelina 

et al., 2008), plans for the Nyikina Cultural Centre (Poelina et al., 2007), book publications 

(Madjulla Inc, 2009a, 2009b), cultural tourism with the Oongkalkada Wilderness Camp 

(Poelina, Camilleri, & McDuffie, 2009), and awareness-raising films (Poelina, Perdrisat, 

Marshall, Warbie & McDuffie, 2011; Poelina et al., 2015). The atmosphere was one of energy 

and dynamism, positive achievements, and of hopes for the future. From the start of our 

collaboration, more than eighty hours of footage were generated, both public and private. This 

footage was edited into twenty-seven films over the past eleven years, illustrating the tangible, 

useful, and ongoing community outcomes generated by Participatory Action Research 

methods80.  

However, with the onset of the global financial crisis in 2007-2008, this atmosphere underwent 

a radical change. The pressure to further develop the Kimberley, an ancient landscape rich in 

minerals, took on a renewed intensity. While sporadic mining had existed in the region for a 

long time, the extent of this push was unprecedented. The arguments put forward by the 

government for this swift expansion were that the construction of industrial gas facilities in the 

Kimberley would mean more education, health facilities and housing for Aboriginal people in 

the area. This development agenda, which I will examine further in Chapter 5, and its exacting 

demands on Aboriginal communities, generated many community divisions, particularly 

through native title processes81. Families are often split about whether to allow mining on their 

country in exchange for royalties and services, or to continue to say no to development on 

Aboriginal land which they perceive as being environmentally and culturally unsound. 

Negotiation practices of national and multinational corporations in remote areas of Australia 

are also frequently regarded as ethically questionable, as illustrated in the recent Yindjibarndi 

conflict with Andrew Forrest’s Fortescue Metals in the Pilbara and ensuing community 

divisions (Dunstan, 2017).  

                                                
80 Please see Appendix One (p. 346) for an exhaustive list of films and links.  
81 Native title only provides a right to be consulted, and the final decision on any development rests with 
the government. 
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In the context of relentless development pressures, the voices of the women I worked with 

took on some political urgency. Dr Anne Poelina became the Deputy Shire President of 

Broome in 2011, speaking and presenting our films at various conferences nationally and 

internationally, including at UNESCO in Paris. She spoke out about Aboriginal rights in the 

Kimberley, and the need for an open debate at an international level, framed within the UN 

Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the UN Universal Declaration on 

Human Rights (Poelina, Perdrisat, et al., 2011). Senior Elders openly challenged government 

policies, particularly during the intense James Price Point – Walmadany campaign (Poelina, 

Roe, et al., 2011) against the Woodside Gas Hub, brilliantly covered in Eugénie Dumont’s film 

Heritage Fight (Dumont, 2013). Our own films became a medium for political reclamation 

(Ginsburg, 1995, p. 234). Very much reflecting people's needs, values and perceptions, they 

developed into tools for emancipatory action research (Pink, 2007, p. 126), and for local 

actors to be empowered within wider issues (Pink, 2007, p. 22).  Film also revealed itself as a 

medium of choice to use in the lobbying of politicians both in the state and federal 

governments, as well as to disseminate information to national and overseas organisations. 

For instance, Duchess IS Paradise (Poelina, Juboy & McDuffie, 2014) was used as a 

submission to the Environmental Protection Agency of Western Australia against a proposed 

coal mine on Nyikina country. As a filmmaker, I had to adapt to these changes and learn to 

work in a constantly evolving environment.  

A film concept is both proactive and reactive. At the start, there is a will to create, to educate, 

to pass on stories to young generations, to mediate the impacts of colonisation, and to share 

culture. This is anchored in a belief that country must be protected, important stories re-told, 

and ceremonies performed. The film concept is also borne out of an external threat (intensive 

development, mining) to the country and therefore to people’s liyan. It often occurs within a 

conflict paradigm (hurried processes, lack of consultation, community divisions), in which 

traditional custodians are protectors, not protesters (Iyuskin American Horse in Canyon Ball, 

2016). The way in which conflicts with transnational interests are portrayed in films by 

Indigenous peoples across the world clearly questions concepts of domination, power, and 

resistance. It demonstrates a grounding in a profound connection to place and land, as well as 

a deep, theoretical exploration of the political realm (Hladki, 2006, p. 83), and a will to connect 

with others in similar circumstances. 



 79 

2.3. Dialogic Filmmaking and The Importance of booroo 

 2.3.1: Listening, Dadirri 82, Likarra 83 
 

With our films’ natural evolution from the educational to the political domain, I have had to 

reflect on my constantly evolving role as the filmmaker, which, far from being invisible, bears 

significant influence on the way the story is being told, particularly through the editing process. 

As Muecke points out, “in the making of movies we have to consider not just the narrative in 

the production,  the story-line, but the narratives about production (what “we” think we are 

doing)” (Muecke, 1994, p. 256).  

Through my early experiences working with Aboriginal communities, I became interested in 

the camera as an emancipatory tool for the storytelling of others, as a trigger (Eaton, 1979), a 

witness, and an instrument for change. Not to tell my story, but theirs – I did not know what 

the story was to start with, but, like many other filmmakers, my innate sense of curiosity drove 

me to connect with diverse people. My role as a researcher was a natural progression from 

my filmmaking practice – in fact, these two roles were never separate, constantly informing 

each other and growing my practice in both. Conversations recorded on film underpinned my 

research with Nyikina women, and subsequent research (in the domains of history, 

anthropology, law, politics and development) underpinned not only the content of our 

subsequent films, but also the way in which they were made. The cyclical, inter-connected 

and ever-evolving relationship between these two commensurate roles is illustrated in two 

diagrams at the end of this chapter.  

In order to understand people’s stories, I had to learn to listen deeply, or, as Colleen 

Hattersley puts it, “listen with my eyes and see with my ears” (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 

v). This “deep listening” state of quiet awareness is referred to as Dadirri by Ungumerr-

Baumann (2017). Judy Atkinson contends that Dadirri provides guidance to relate and act in a 

considerate way within community. She also argues that the art of deep listening and non-

intrusive observation pave the way for purposeful, useful actions informed by learning, 

wisdom, and shared knowledge (Atkinson, 2002, pp. 16–17). In the context of Nyikina 

cosmology, Jeannie Warbie provides a similar word to Dadirri, with the dual meaning of 

“listening, feeling”: likarra (Hattersley, 2014, p. 93).  

                                                
82 Dadirri: deep listening (Ungumerr-Baumann, 2017) 
83 likarra: listening, feeling (Hattersley, 2014, p. 93) 
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Photograph 21: likarra, with Anne and Lucy, Bidan Community, 2013 (Courtesy of Ian Perdrisat) 

The deep learning-to-listen, and learning-to-see, in the act of “becoming” (Muecke, 1994, p. 

251), and the ensuing reciprocal relatedness, are only possible through long-term, close 

relationships with participants, on Country. This approach reflects the methodology of “living 

on the ground” that Zohl de Ishtar describes in her work with the Balgo Elders at the 

Kapululangu Women’s Law and Culture Centre. Researchers, she argues, should partner with 

Indigenous communities and live with them on the ground. This enables them to support and 

encourage communities in the expression of their cultural philosophies and life choices - 

pursuing and nurturing their “living culture” so as to create change, and bolster confidence and 

hope in the future (De Ishtar, 2008, pp. 161–162). Through this process, tangible community 

outcomes can be achieved in terms of self-determination. The researcher, aside from being a 

facilitator, also depends on the knowledge and skills of the people he or she is working with to 

carry out collaborative projects (De Ishtar, 2008, p. 167). This also embeds the researcher in 

the Aboriginal network of “interactions between self, kin, land and cosmology” (De Ishtar, 

2008, p. 168), enabling him or her to live in a continual learning relationship (De Ishtar, 2008, 

p. 169). Living on the ground with his or her collaborators enables the researcher to gain a 

detailed and reflective understanding of people and of their relationship to place (Rodaway, 

2006, p. 263).  This presupposes a connection  built on trust:  in recording the women’s 

stories, I also have an important responsibility, as a filmmaker and researcher, of receiving 

their knowledge as a gift, and of formatting it in a respectful way (Iseke & Moore, 2011, p. 31). 
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This listening process pre-supposes a people-centred approach. At the heart of my concerns 

as a researcher are the importance of the subjective human experience and of individual 

lifeworlds (Rodaway, 2006). Research insights are slowly “revealed” (kalara) through a close 

relatedness with people and places over a long period of time. As Bell noticed during her work 

with Warlpiri women,  

There are moments in the field when we move so finely attuned to the logic of the host 

culture that it feels as if we belong; participant observation becomes almost 

indistinguishable from living the culture;  ethical  dilemmas  dissolve; and possibilities  for  

tracing  the rhymes and rhythms of the society in an ethnographic text seem boundless. 

(Bell, 1993, p. 28) 

Human-centred research cannot be solely carried out with strict objectivity and a detached 

view of the world. Knowledge does not happen in a vacuum, but rather arises slowly from our 

experiential, empathetic relationship with the world, people, objects, and places around us 

(Rodaway, 2006).  

 2.3.2 The Relational Space 
  

Our collaborative filmmaking practice is not located in a dichotomous space, but in a relational 

place - firmly anchored in booroo. Rather than a privileged gaze from outside a culture 

(Aufderheide, 2008, p. 27), our films are a privileged gaze from inside towards the outside - 

jimbinkaboo84. They are based on conversations which occur as multiple, individual events in 

the place and time in which we come together, on Nyikina booroo, and are underpinned by 

our common goals and ideals - highlighting a shared human identity (Boudreault-Fournier, 

2010, p. 174). By working with Nyikina people on Nyikina Country for the past eleven years, I 

have become part of their reality, albeit in a minimal way, and they have become part of mine. 

Our worldviews come together in the filmic space: I am not constructing Another’s reality 

through film by showing the more “exotic” aspects of their culture in the way “salvage 

anthropologists” operated (Bryson, 2002).  

                                                
84 jimbinkaboo: from the inside to the outside (Hattersley, 2014, pp. 33; 62) 
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Photograph 22 (Magali McDuffie): makaliny, small boab tree 

Our worlds have also become part of each other: my daughter has grown up with kinship ties 

to Nyikina families that she will have for the rest of her life, has a Nyikina name, and knows 

some of the creation stories of the Mardoowarra. My late husband’s ashes were scattered in a 

ceremony in the Balkinjirr billabong in 2008, three months after his sudden death - people still 

call out the Nyikina name they gave him when they go fishing there. My partner, on visiting 

Nyikina Country for the first time in 2016, was immediately given a Nyikina name, Malkay, and 

made part of my extended family: the three sisters are now his three kooyas85. The women 

often smile and say they did not even need to give me a Nyikina name, as I already came with 

it: my traditional Occitan name Magali, from the south of France, is almost the exact 

pronunciation for the Nyikina word makaliny 86. I also have a Nyikina skin name and a 

Walmajarri skin name. As a filmmaker, I work in the space where Nyikina people and myself 

come together. And our films, like moments in time, both reflect this relationship, and the 

changes happening on the ground (David MacDougall, 1998), and follow the basic principles 

of reciprocity, inclusiveness, and dialogic approach (Freire, 1970).  

 

 

 

                                                
85 kooya: mother, mother’s sister (Hattersley, 2014, p. 89) 
86 makaliny: small boab tree (Hattersley, 2014, p. 96) 
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                  Figure 7 – Chronology of a Dialogue - Stage 1 (McDuffie, 2015a) 

 

Within this dialogic encounter, Rouch conceived of the camera as an “accelerator”, allowing 

people to reveal themselves more rapidly than they would have otherwise, provided that trust 

be the essential founding element of their relationship with the filmmaker. In this process the 

filmmaker was not only accepted by the participants, but also integrated in the action (Eaton, 

1979). Paul Falzone describes this as belonging to an “in-group” or “out-group” status, in 

which the researcher, and filmmaker, is able to transcend their identity as a member of the 

out-group to achieve some level of in-group status, by working towards a superordinate goal 

which supersedes individual identities (Falzone, 2004, pp. 330–331). In our particular case, 

these superordinate goals could be described as shared environmental, socio-political, 

community and family values. Terence Turner describes this as a “convergence” of theoretical 

views and political values which drive the researcher to adopt an interventionist approach and 

become an active participant / activist in his or her collaborators’ lives (Turner, 1991, pp. 71–

72). What takes place then is a transcendence of perceived difference, and the emergence of 

a common sense of urgency (MacDougall, 1995, p. 126). In spite of our cultural differences, 

we have a common vision for humanity: we can focus on our commonalities rather than 

differences, on our shared, greater humanness, and socio-cultural endeavours. In my position 

as a filmmaker I am a catalyst, a facilitator (Ruby, Fall 1995, p. 78), a conduit (Rodaway, 

2006), whose presence facilitates the women’s initiatives, promotes their agency and 

authority, while having my own voice. As Fals-Borda argues, in the context of Participatory 

Action Research, the researcher has a responsibility to become involved in the political 

struggles of the people he or she is studying, in order to produce useful research for 

marginalised peoples (Fals-Borda, 1997, pp. 109–110).   
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 2.3.3 The Space of Encounter 
 

In this collaborative, dialogic process (Freire, 1970; Iseke & Moore, 2011, p. 19), film 

perspective, and the position of the filmmaker as an outsider within, have to be examined. 

Films are made by, with and for the women, on their terms, not about them. Their content is 

determined by the women’s priorities at the time of filming. The knowledge of the women, their 

lived experiences, and their vision of the world, shape the content of our films. Piault, 

describing Jean Rouch’s work with his Nigerien friends, calls this an “open-ended interaction” 

(Piault, 2006), a process in which the filmmaker is strongly influenced by the participants’ 

perceptions of reality. The women have long understood the implications of media 

technologies and representation, and decide which aspects of their lives they wish to 

communicate to the world (Asch, Cardozo, Cabellero, & Bortoli, 1991, p. 106), through my 

camera. 

As a non-Indigenous filmmaker/researcher, the danger is the perennial emic versus etic, 

insider versus outsider, binary: in other words, that I, as the filmmaker will bring my own point 

of view and bias and impose my representation of certain aspects of a culture which is not 

mine. Tim Asch spoke at length about the dangers of mis-representation, arguing that as 

outsiders, we can never really know enough to be able to represent another culture in the way 

it is experienced by the people themselves. Consequently, Tim Asch’s filmmaking practice was 

based on recording events as they happened,  like “vignettes”, or windows into people’s lives 

(Asch et al., 1991, p. 103). 

 

 

 
Photograph 23: Filming with Anne and Lucy at 

Malabooroo. (Courtesy of Josh Marshall) 
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                        Figure 8 – Chronology of a Dialogue - Stage 2 (McDuffie, 2015b) 

                        (The dots represent our individual conversations) 

 

 

We never work with a script, and the choice of locations, interviewees, themes, and stories are 

the women’s only: they develop their own methodologies (Standley, Bidwell, Senior, 

Steffensen, & Gothe, 2009, p. 3). However, as a filmmaker, I do have to make quite significant 

filming and editorial decisions: I can select camera angles, framing, and focus (Asch & Asch, 

1995, p. 338); I can compress space and time, introduce more order or coherence in events 

that did not necessarily have it (Young, 1995, p. 107); I can link excerpts of conversations 

together which did not happen on the same day, or simply cut out information altogether that I 

do not deem useful. Over time, I have had to concede that my position is complex and multi-

layered. Indeed, as MacDougall argues: 

No ethnographic film is merely a record of another society: it is always a record of the   

meeting of a filmmaker and that society. If ethnographic films are to break through the 

limitations inherent in their present idealism, they must propose to deal with that    

encounter. (MacDougall, 1995, p. 125) 

In this space of encounter, I have often been asked about the way we record interviews. I 

often respond that I have been “interviewing” people in the Kimberley for the past eleven years 

- without ever having a list of questions. This is because people are not talking directly to the 

camera, but with me, and other people around us. There is no set of questions: people, having 

discussed the film idea at length prior to our recording session, already know its specific 

purpose and content (Iseke & Moore, 2011, p. 24). Conventional interviews run the risk of 
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being manipulated by the filmmaker, both during the interview itself and during the editing 

process. Standard interviews confer a position of power to the filmmaker (Aufderheide, 2008, 

p. 28),  through control of language (Camitta, 1990). Questions may not have anything to do 

with the issue at hand for the people they are filming with, and important aspects of the issue 

can be glossed over because they are not immediately apparent to the interviewer. Similarly, a 

voice-over added in the editing phase often establishes an omniscience of the filmmaker about 

the subject of the film which he or she may not have - a good example of this being John 

Pilger’s film, Utopia (Pilger & Lowery, 2013), in which the reporter, John Pilger, positions 

himself as the all-knowing observer of Aboriginal Australia. Avoiding the stylistic use of voice-

over in our films, we have used recorded conversations as a way to structure the overall story 

and its accompanying visuals, for they are collaborative:  

The interview, as a social genre that is controlled by the interviewer, is a form of 

mastery over object, acquisition of knowledge through control of language. 

Conversation, in the other hand, is more collaborative, depending upon affiliation rather 

than upon separation in its structure. (Camitta, 1990, p. 26) 

Gayatri Spivak privileges the use of the term “conversation” as opposed to “interview”, and 

deems it essential. A conversation is “unguarded”, and enables one to “glimpse the track of 

ideology”, whereas an interview is an “authoritative theoretical production - a site of betrayal”. 

(Spivak, 2010, p. 23) 

The existence of this shared, collaborative space, in booroo, also means that we have seen no 

need to completely re-shape visual processes in order for our films to look “more Aboriginal”. It 

is undeniable that filmmaking is a Western technology using Western spatio-temporal, linear 

concepts of time and space. In fact, as Weiner suggests, Western visual representations are 

already embedded in the film medium even before Aboriginal people access and use it, raising 

questions about the nature of self-representation (Weiner, 1997, p. 205). David MacDougall 

argues that techniques of montage should incorporate the visual systems of others with a view 

to destabilise Western conventions (MacDougall, 1992). However, as Ginsburg argues in her 

response to Weiner, there are many ways Indigenous peoples use film: internal consumption, 

cultural revival, language preservation, or for the general public (Ginsburg, in Weiner, 1997, p. 

205). One must therefore not lose sight of the unique purpose and context of each film. In our 

filmic collaborations, the foremost intent of our films has always been to convey a clear 

message to the general public: consciously and purposefully modifying referential structures to 

a greater extent could otherwise threaten the overall clarity and impact of the message. Some 

devices are used in our films which challenge linear film-making: the use of associative editing 

in Three Sisters, Women of High Degree (Poelina et al., 2015), with shots of the river 
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dissolving in and out of conversations, positions the river as one of the central protagonists in 

the film; the film starting and ending with the creation story of the river can also be construed 

as a metaphor for a talking circle. Nevertheless, I would argue that these are not clearly 

intentional devices used to purely destabilise Western conventions, but rather a consequence 

(Boudreault-Fournier, 2010, p. 178) of learning to see Nyikina booroo, and of likarra - a deep 

listening to its people.  

 2.3.4 Visual Inscriptions of booroo 

Our films are therefore firmly anchored in Nyikina booroo and worldviews. As Pat Mamanyjun 

Torres argues, the location of “place” is vital for an understanding of Aboriginal cultures in any 

research (Torres, 2006, p. 22). Our films are born of a specific place, and specific individuals’ 

lived experiences, histories, and circumstances (Verran & Christie, 2007, p. 216), which in 

turn connect them to a broader experience. As Haraway emphasises, the only way of knowing 

objectively and responsibly resides in the collective knowledge of such partial, specific 

locations of individual visions (Haraway, 1991).  

Our first film, The Nyikina Cultural Centre, (Poelina et al., 2007) was only the start of a 

conversation – one amongst many to come: a dialogic approach centred on booroo, Country, 

around its people’s feelings - liyan - and intents. I knew nothing of Nyikina cosmology then, 

and did not fully understand the stories I recorded, although I knew they were significant – and 

I know very little now. But this first film started our dialogue. I went back for more 

conversations. It took me seven long years, and more than twenty films, to understand the 

entire public story of the creation of the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River, and the essence of the 

public Warloongarriy Ceremony. I had to understand the women’s worldview in order to edit a 

film which would reflect it. For a French filmmaker with no prior knowledge of Nyikina 

cosmology, the visual inscription of landscape in the films, essential to ground the women in 

their cultural landscapes, required a lengthy learning process. A shot which may look like a 

pan over an empty landscape to European or Australian eyes, will be loaded with meaning for 

an Aboriginal person (Michaels, 1994, p. 93), as they will see ancestors’ tracks, stories, and 

ceremonial places where a non-Indigenous audience will see only a creek, or a desert 

landscape. It was only at this particular point of awareness that I was able to edit the different 

tellings of this story together, as one continuous talking circle, at the beginning of Three 

Sisters, Women of High Degree (Poelina et al., 2015). The telling of the story of 

Woonyoomboo, at the very start of the film, features separate accounts of several Elders 

recorded at different times and in different places on the river, which are edited together and 

interwoven with images of the Woonyoomboo story book (Madjulla Inc, 2009b). Footage of 
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river and country could only be edited in that way after I, as the filmmaker, had learned some 

Nyikina language, but more importantly, had understood the complexity, rhythm, and richness 

of the story. The rhythm of a story (or song), cannot be played with or altered – and two 

images cannot just be juxtaposed randomly and out of context (Glowczewski, 2005, p. 27). 

Being on country for so long, every year for seven consecutive years at the time, I had come 

closer to booroo, and liyan. The conversations with Nyikina people on Nyikina country had 

therefore brought me closer to the essence of what being Nyikina means. In the film, the 

Mardoowarra is also a prominent character: images of water, billabongs, creeks, soaks, 

springs, and significant sites on the river, are interwoven in the conversations with the women, 

through slow dissolves, as the river making its own statement of presence and existence – 

emphasising the use of film as “witness of place” (Verran & Christie, 2007, p. 219). In the 

process of “becoming” (Muecke, 1994, p. 3), or “inter-textuality” (Langton, 1993, p. 35), I have 

learned to see, and to listen, in booroo. This is the space where Three Sisters, Women of High 

Degree (Poelina et al., 2015), is born. The space in which I edited the river, subconsciously, 

into the film so that it became its main character, its storyline, its underlying structure, without 

even being aware of it, until Wabi’s comment after seeing the completed film for the first time: 

“proper water this one. Proper water” (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2014). As Anne 

Poelina says: “Country knows you, Country teaches you – Country reads you” (A. Poelina, 

Personal Communication, 2014). Three Sisters (Poelina et al., 2015) is not a film one could 

make in one short stay on Nyikina Country – it is a film that emerged after years of 

conversations, and, on my part, from a very progressive, albeit still minimal, understanding of 

Nyikina culture and Country 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
                            Figure 9 – Chronology of a Dialogue - Stage 3 (McDuffie, 2015c) 

              (The dots represent our individual conversations)  
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2.4 Filmmaking and Research: Emerging Counter-Discourses 

 2.4.1 Reclaiming Memory 
 

In 2010, three years into our conversations, I became a PhD researcher. This in turn required 

me to reflect on our collaborative process. It was a turning-point in my filmmaking practice as 

well – being asked, by the women, to “speak” in the film, of the role of film, the filmmaker, and 

of my research. In Three Sisters, Women of High Degree (Poelina et al. 2015), I not only make 

an introductory statement about my role as a filmmaker, but also share a researcher’s 

perspective by describing certain aspects of the colonial history of the Kimberley region, 

through archival photographs and texts.  

My role as a researcher first enabled Nyikina people to gain access to historical materials 

which they did not know about, or had not been able to consult. Throughout my PhD research, 

I went back to Nyikina Country regularly to communicate my findings, and share some of the 

materials I had found with Nyikina community members. These conversations enabled, as 

mentioned earlier in this chapter, a cyclical process with countless ramifications, encouraging 

the production of knowledge. Indeed, as stories are told and re-visited, more stories emerge 

from other people through a “trigger effect” (Pink, 2007, p. 16).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       

Photograph 24: Discussing archival materials with Anne, Lucy and Wabi 

at Balkinjirr Community (Courtesy of Alexander Hayes) 
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The subsequent juxtaposition of re-discovered, and often incomplete, Western audio-visual 

archives and texts, with early recorded voices of Aboriginal people, enables a re-reading of 

past events and accepted discourses, and the emergence of a counter-history (Foucault et al., 

2003, p. 69). Rouch viewed film as a therapeutic device, in which people would become aware 

of, and then “accommodate, the psychological disjunctions caused by colonialism” (Eaton, 

1979, p. 6). In this sense the camera takes on a performative role, and becomes active rather 

than passive, an indispensable witness to lived experiences, and a catalyst for taking action – 

enabling people to give their own evidence of history (Hearne, 2006), and to create their own 

archive (Bonitzer & Toubiana, 2000). In the Kimberley, performances of the Jandamarra story, 

focusing on the heroic deeds of the famous resistance fighter, have enabled Kimberley 

Aboriginal people “to digest historical conflicts” (Glowczewski, 2011, p. 11) and re-interpret 

and reclaim them through their own oral histories. This is also illustrated in the film Whispering 

In Our Hearts (Isaac & Torres, 2002), about the Mowla Bluff massacre, which inter-weaves 

Aboriginal oral stories with police reports of the time. Participating in the making of the film 

proved to be a cathartic experience for the young Nyikina and Mangala men re-enacting the 

massacre. 

The film medium can therefore be a way of not only creating new screen memories for 

communities (Ginsburg, 2002), but also reclaiming “popular memory”. As Foucault argues,  

“popular memory” is constantly being appropriated and re-coded by the dominant power’s 

institutions (Bonitzer & Toubiana, 2000), therefore weakening attempts at a counter-discourse. 

As Henry Reynolds highlights (2000), frontier violence against Aboriginal people was quite 

openly talked about and not necessarily hidden, contrary to what one may think. However, the 

absence of these accounts in most of the 19th and early 20th century Australian historical 

writings on the settlement of Australia is conspicuous. Stanner referred to this as an 

“unremembering” (Tonkinson, in Gribble, 1987, p. xiii). Even more conspicuous is the lack of 

awareness of these accounts within the broader public sphere, which film can somewhat 

rectify. 

The “xenographic intents” of most early anthropological accounts (Wolfe, 1999) can also be re-

read, corrected, added to, and re-appropriated. Previously undisclosed material can also be 

produced as an act of resistance, a counter-proposal establishing evidence of another truth, as 

in Warlangkooroo-Kandarra, Stories of Noonkanbah Country (Poelina et al., 2014). Thus, film 

can be regarded as a process of construction, reconstruction and transformation (Strachan & 

Cavadini, 1982), transcending boundaries of time, space, and language to mediate the social 

ruptures experienced between the past and the present (Ginsburg, 1995, p. 213). The filmic 

dialogue becomes an interesting multi-layered process in which people speak – re-affirming 

their Nyikina identity, knowledge of country, empowering themselves and others, telling stories 
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to their families, future generations, interested strangers, and ultimately, the world. The 

dialogue is individual, interpersonal, intergenerational, multifocal, and like Bookarrarra, unites 

past, present and future in one same fleeting moment in time – the film itself. 

 2.4.2 Dialogic Histories 
 

Jessica De Largy Healy, in her work with Yolgnu people, uses the term “dialogic history”, to 

describe the process through which historical archives left by anthropologists, or early 

filmmakers, can be reclaimed by Aboriginal people today to “fill in empty spaces” (De Largy 

Healy, 2011, p. 64). Relating their own versions of the stories they know, and engaging in a 

virtual dialogue with their forebears, becomes a way of recognising their contribution, of re-

affirming their identity (Pink, 2007), and of re-appropriating the Western discourses. Thus film 

as a counter-history (Foucault et al., 2003) becomes not only a way of leaving a cultural record 

for future generations, but also a way to reinforce the Elders’ version of history and re-

actualise it (Hearne, 2006, p. 309).  

In the process of deconstructing and re-appropriating the historical, anthropological, and 

development discourses, it is therefore, in Spivak’s terms, possible for the subaltern to speak 

(Landry & MacLean, 1996; G. Spivak, 2010). Listening to the numerous voices which intersect 

dialogically in the past, present, and future ‘completes the speech act’ (Landry & MacLean, 

1996, p. 292). At this temporal, dialogical intersection, much like in Bookarrarra, the Nyikina 

Dreaming, past Elders talk to present Elders, and present Elders talk to the young 

generations, and future ones. In our documentary, Three Sisters, Women of High Degree 

(Poelina et al., 2015), one such moment occurs when footage from the Noonkanbah events in 

1980, and of Elders speaking up against drilling exploration, is used, with permission of the 

families, to demonstrate the position of Kimberley people at the time regarding land rights and 

mining. These moments also highlight the significance of the media space in connecting with 

the past, remembering, longing, speaking and knowing (Pietikäinen, 2008, p. 26). These 

statements from the past are re-examined in the current neo-colonialist context of extensive 

industrialisation of the region. They provide a solid point of departure for the current pro-

sustainability stance of Nyikina women, in the development of their collaborative dialogues on 

wider socio-political issues (Iseke & Moore, 2011, p. 19), and their vision for the future 

(Srinivasan, 2006, p. 499). The past and the future thus become “mutually reinforcing rather 

than mutually exclusive” (Grixti, 2011, p. 345). These intergenerational statements go further 

than just enabling a dialogue in the present moment of the film. It is a creative way to bring the 

audience into Country and show the positive and negative issues which impact on our liyan 

and well-being. Film is also a modern way to tell stories, build memories of the past and 
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strengthen relationships with and on Country for the future. This timeless dialogue goes 

backward and forward in time – featuring statements from past Elders in “dialogic history” (De 

Largy Healy, 2011), for the purposes of dialogic futures not yet materialized but certainly 

envisaged – dreaming your road forward, creating your path, as Paddy Roe suggests 

(Maybury-Lewis, 1992). 

So when Lucy speaks on film, she may be talking to Anne, who is sitting beside me, and more 

broadly speaking, she is talking to her grandchildren, to future generations, and to me, as an 

outsider and a witness, for a wider international audience. This multi-layered process forms 

part of an intergenerational and interpersonal transmission of knowledge in which Nyikina 

women can reaffirm their identity, and create new networks of understanding in the context of 

new social alliances. In a practical sense, such media projects promote the women’s 

responsibilities for country, allowing them to reconnect with country through visits to important 

sites (Standley et al., 2009). They also re-affirm Nyikina identity, community values (Grixti, 

2011, p. 348), and kinship networks.     

 2.4.3 Local and Global Networks 
  

As much as the film process forms an integral part of community building, it also comes to 

reinforce a sense of belonging to a wider network (Pietikäinen, 2008, p. 29). Aside from 

affirming and creating new local alliances, as well as pan-Indigenous networks (Aufderheide, 

2008, p. 30; Dowell, 2006, p. 376; Ginsburg, 1993, p. 562), international research and 

collaboration partnerships have also been established. Nyikina women have been working 

with Indigenous and non-Indigenous scientists from France, New Zealand, The United 

Kingdom and the United States over the past four years, illustrating the significant role of the 

film medium in facilitating international alliances (Himpele, 2004, p. 356), sharing ideas, 

networking, and disseminating information, particularly with the use of the internet. Santo 

argues that the internet has become “a vital space for archiving indigenous history, generating 

pan-Aboriginal dialogue, and informing transnational Web surfers about indigenous concerns” 

(Santo, 2008, p. 330).  

This is evidenced in the numerous, international Indigenous cross-platforms websites, 

YouTube, and Facebook sites which have come into existence to showcase positive images of 

Indigenous people and communities, and inform the global community of Indigenous 

concerns. Through a bottom-up approach, and by mobilizing grassroots movements and 

people globally, creating what Appadurai calls deterritorialized “ethnoscapes” (Appadurai, 

1990), the vertical, binary relationship of power that characterises the coloniser/colonised 

interaction can be challenged from a broader horizontal base, offering a possibility of 
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resistance (Kong, 1999). The James Price Point campaign against the construction of a major 

gas hub north of Broome could be seen as one of the first environmental campaigns fought 

almost entirely on social media, connecting protectors of country and their allies nationally and 

internationally until its successful completion in 2014 (Muir, 2012). Our film, Walmadany 

Corroboree (Poelina, Roe, et al., 2011), was not only one representation and moment in time 

of this protracted campaign, but also the inscription of an open, inclusive, ceremonial 

performance into a global space, with its screening at the Human Rights Commission at 

UNESCO in 2012, and its wide distribution on YouTube. 

Through film, Nyikina women set out to create and foster a network of local and global 

relationships and connections. It is a world they are part of and want to engage with while 

retaining and promoting Nyikina identity and values - as a culturally unique, but connected 

group (Aufderheide, 2008, p. 32). They are also intent on making their voices heard as 

women, given the fact that men’s voices have tended to dominate anthropologists’ accounts in 

the past (Bell, 2002), and Native Title processes in the present (Baker, 2018). Our films are a 

conscious act to bring the facts they record into reality (Srinivasan, 2006, p. 500; Turner, 

1992). Local dialogue is always a vital necessity for one of our films to be conceived of and 

come into existence. Some of our films start as local information films, aimed at informing 

other Aboriginal communities in the region in a bid to apply the principles of free, prior and 

informed consent87 (United Nations General Assembly, 2007). The filmic process itself is thus 

premised on, allows for, and results in, intra-community and inter-community involvement, 

encouraging processes of identity-building located in negotiations of complex alliances within 

heterogeneous, not unified, communities (Meadows, 2010, p. 312; Valaskakis, 1993). 

Mardoowarra Living Water (Poelina, Perdrisat, et al., 2011), and Walmadany Corroboree 

(Poelina, Roe, et al., 2011) followed this path, circulating first locally, then nationally at various 

conferences, to finally be shown in an extraordinary session at the Human Rights Commission 

at UNESCO in Paris in 2012. The filmic process thus enables the women to create a broader 

network of connections to implement new projects within new partnerships. Whilst doing so, 

they continue to develop training, educational, self-representation, and more broadly self-

determined development initiatives for their communities and others (Salazar, 2009, p. 509; 

Standley et al., 2009). This multiplicity of dialogues within our filmic methodology is well 

summarised by Jørgensen: “the most dialogic ethnography is one based on dialogue (the 

methodological aspect); consists of dialogue (the epistemological aspect); and ultimately 

enters into dialogue (disseminating knowledge)”. (Jørgensen, 2007, p. 60) 

                                                
87 See Articles 10,11, 19, 28, 29 and 32 in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 
Peoples (United Nations General Assembly, 2007) 
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The global mediatisation of Indigenous issues raises questions of commodification of culture 

(Santo, 2008, p. 335) and concerns over the “Faustian Contract” described by Ginsburg - a 

perception that “traditional cultures” are authentic, and that this authenticity is threatened by 

technology and mass media production (Ginsburg, 1995, p. 212). In an attempt to avoid these, 

our collaboration is always premised on our common humanness. Monetary gain from our 

films is never a goal, nor an indicator of popularity or success: priorities are not set within the 

traditional academic, research or distribution outputs. As such, our films are reflective of a 

meta-cultural dialogic process, in which all participants transcend cultural boundaries to work 

in a space of shared identities and commonness of aims – what Paul Falzone describes as 

“transcendent ethnography” (Falzone, 2004, p. 332). This process identifies the ethnographer 

as an often-anonymous mediator willing to forego career success and monetary gain for an 

ethnographic practice based on idealism, trust, confidentiality, and the empowerment of 

participants themselves (Falzone, 2004, pp. 332–335). In addition, this deep listening, people-

centred approach (Rodaway, 2006), as well as a constant feedback loop throughout each 

project, much like a talking circle, ensure no conflict arises during the production of our films. 

Communication is constant, even when I am editing a project at the other end of the country: 

different cuts of the film will go back and forth via private web links until everyone has 

commented and is satisfied with the result. The central function of our films as outcomes is not 

academic, nor commercial, but political (Aufderheide, 2008, p. 30), and inscribes itself within 

the original principles of Participatory Action Research as described by Fals-Borda (Fals-

Borda, 1997). However, the way in which core film concepts are discussed and agreed upon, 

and the process through which they are constructed, are very much influenced by my role as a 

researcher – hence their significance in my thesis.  

Film is both product, and process: a “finished” film can only offer a small window over a much 

broader process of collaboration (Falzone, 2004, p. 331), and cultural mediation (Ginsburg, 

1995, p. 256) in time and space. Over time, kaleidoscopic parts of stories and country, like the 

pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, slowly assemble to create a reticular (Glowczewski, 2005) web of 

meaning from which a film emerges. The content of this film can be re-visited and re-edited at 

regular intervals for the needs of different audiences, or as external circumstances evolve and 

change. Through this particular use of the medium, film starts to reveal itself as a technology 

not used in the sense of modern technology, for an all-encompassing “outcome” or “resource”, 

“enframing” for a purpose of using and producing, but rather as “poiesis”, crafted and re-

crafted, time after time, for a slow “revealing” of truth (kalara) – going back to technology in its 

original state (Heidegger, 2010). As such, our films are never a “finished product” but, as an 

iterative process, are endowed with a fluidity characteristic of Aboriginal ontologies, illustrating 

the notion that culture is always “poised, in transition, between different positions” (Hall, 1992, 
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p. 310). They sit at the meeting points of the “criss-crossing lines” between stories, songlines, 

people or groups of people, allowing for the emergence of new alliances and new meanings. 

(Glowczewski, 2005, p. 28) 

2.5 The Film Process as Performance: From booroo to the World 

                 
The fundamental dialogic component of our methodology leads to a multiplicity of personal 

and inter-personal potentialities of relatedness, referred to by Langton as an inter-action, or 

inter-textuality, between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people (Langton, 1993, p. 35). Stephen 

Muecke describes this as an “in-betweenness”. When our collaborative paths cross, they 

create a third entity of mutual understanding, a “dialogue situation in which both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people participate in a mutual construction of identities” (Muecke, 1994, p. 

251). As Isaac Pinhanta points out, films are a road to understanding, for “you see the world of 

the other and you look at your own” (Aufderheide, 2008, p. 32). Our films are as much about 

understanding ourselves and others, as creating understanding in others, bringing the inter-

textual dimension mentioned by Langton (1993) to an intercultural one (Boudreault-Fournier, 

2010, pp. 170–171). This trans-cultural, heterogeneous activity, or process (Himpele, 2004, p. 

357), of production itself contributes to build a complex network of social relations which in turn 

makes visible the past and present realities of Indigenous peoples, not only to themselves, but 

to the broader society (Ginsburg, 1993, p. 575). 

International festivals constantly revive, revitalise, and make visible old and new stories, 

dances and ceremonies (Ginsburg, 1995, p. 230). Indigenous peoples across the world have 

found their place in cyberspace, occupying it, transforming it, reinventing it, while at the same 

time always referring back to real stories of place, past and present, and lived experiences 

(Hopkins, 2006, p. 343). In the context of my study, the films we make are a performative 

device, helping establish the facts they record - dreaming the road forward as Paddy Roe 

would put it (Maybury-Lewis, 1992). They give Nyikina women the agency to oversee the way 

they want to be represented. They have the ability to connect people, in a spatio-temporal 

way, to themselves and others locally, nationally, and internationally, sharing narratives of their 

present lives, while also connecting them to their history, and to their future (Ginsburg, 1995, 

p. 230). They are in fact the ultimate performance, encompassing all other cultural actions and 

acts of resistance into a visual interpretive story. This story is simultaneously a visual act of 

inscription and a unique lived experience of Indigenous singularities (Glowczewski, 2011, p. 

2), renewing old and forming new social alliances with other Indigenous singularities across 

Australia and non-Indigenous people across the world.  
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Our films are shown at conferences and festivals nationally and internationally, triggering more 

dialogue, creating many connections in France, my country of origin, and other places, 

“growing” the rhizome described by Deleuze and Guattari (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004).  They 

are “cultural actions” in themselves (Poelina, 2009), answering back to the dominant culture – 

thus completing the act of listening, and speaking back (Landry & MacLean, 1996).  The films 

also become performances (Glowczewski, 2011, p. 2), brought from the inside to the outside, 

jimbinkaboo, and shared with the universe, to create social change for all, with no financial, 

academic, or professional expectations – just a gentle nudge for people to listen. As Clifford 

argues, this “New Media nation” is borne of the challenging and crossing of boundaries, in the 

contact zones between nations, peoples, and locales (Clifford, 1997). Furthermore, our films 

have the ability to bring together a plurality of voices united in booroo and time, as continuous 

acts of resistance generating collective power in order to bring about social change for all 

(Alia, 2009, pp. 51-52). 

 

 

Photograph 25: Trip to UNESCO, 

Paris, 2012 (Poelina et al., 2015) 

 

 

 

I have constructed the diagrams below to summarise the film process viewed through the 

filmmaker’s and researcher’s lens, and from the Nyikina community’s perspective. The first 

conversation originates in booroo, the local space, initiating the film idea, and a process of 

continuous consultation and feedback. This pre-supposes a relationship of trust between the 

participants, who follow their liyan, and the filmmaker, who, through listening (likarra), will 

become integrated in the action (Eaton, 1979). Transcending their identity as a member of an 

“out-group” in order to achieve some “in-group” status, the filmmaker and film participants 

collaborate on “superordinate goals” which supersede individual identities (Falzone, 2004, pp. 

330–331) to produce a collaborative film. This is what Terence Turner describes as a 

“convergence of goals”, a process which Haraway calls “alignment” (Haraway, 2016, p. 41): 

the filmmaker, after a long time spent with community, practicing deep learning-to-see and 

deep listening-to, or likarra, becomes an active participant in his or her collaborators’ lives 
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(Turner, 1991, pp. 71–72). Thus, the filmmaker, now turned actionist (Poelina & Hagan, 2012; 

Poelina, 2015) and researcher, gets involved in the struggles of the people he or she is 

working with, to produce tangible outcomes for their communities – one of the tenets of 

Participatory Action Research (Fals-Borda, 1997, pp. 109–110). Research further enhances 

the film project by triggering memories and inter-generational conversations: these empower 

the participants to re-claim past dominant discourses by producing their own counter-

discourse for the future. Throughout this process, and over time, actors meet other actors, 

conversations connect with other conversations, forming alliances and wider networks, and 

enabling the film participants to relate to other like-minded voices in a global context. If they 

wish, these voices can become part of the local conversation, in booroo, and so the cycle 

begins again. 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

  

Figure 10 – Nyikina Collaborative Filmmaking: The Filmmaker & Researcher’s Journey (McDuffie, 2015d) 
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       Figure 11 – Nyikina Collaborative Filmmaking: The Nyikina People’s Journey (McDuffie, 2015d) 
 
 

 
Conclusion 
  
In this chapter, I have anchored our collaborative research design in a wider framework of 

Indigenist methodologies (Smith, 1999), Participatory Action Research (Fals-Borda, 1997), 

and dialogic actions (Freire, 1970), and shown how a methodology based on film is able to 

empower Nyikina women in their identities, aspirations, and cultural actions. Throughout the 

chapter, I have woven in the systematic complexities of my role as filmmaker, and sought to 

clarify my position as a filmmaker / researcher in the context of my study. 

In order to provide some contextual knowledge to my research design, I have explained the 

move from purely descriptive, colonial ethnographic films, to more participatory practices. By 

conceiving of film as a dialogic, participatory, iterative process in constant regeneration, and 

not just a product, research participants are enabled to be in control of the process. This 

collaboration occurs in an intercultural, relational space, through deep listening (likarra), and 

learning to see the Nyikina world, in place (booroo). In conjunction with my professional 

capacity as filmmaker, the role of researcher bears significant influence on the film process, 

and enables me to facilitate the expression and the emergence of Nyikina women’s counter-
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discourses in multiple domains: history, gender issues, anthropology, development, and 

agency. In this way, film plays a paramount role in reclaiming Eurocentric discourses. 

The significance of place, of its stories from past and present generations of elders, dialoguing 

through time, underpins both the research and the films - emerging from it, and coming back to 

it, knowledge can be communicated, triggered, discussed and re-claimed. In this way, films, as 

performances, start in booroo, on the ground, to foster the “living culture” aspirations of the 

participants (De Ishtar, 2008). They are then able to move to an international space, 

connecting like-minded social actors from all over the world, in the rhizomatic effect described 

by Deleuze and Guattari (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004) to eventually come back to booroo, where 

all cultural actions are born (Poelina, 2009). There, stories must be re-told to keep the Law 

going, for “the Law is in the Land” (Poelina, in Baker, 2018).  

Having demonstrated the potential of film as a research design, I will now examine the 

theoretical underpinnings of my study.  

   

Photograph 26 (Magali McDuffie): Mardoowarra near Langi Crossing 
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CHAPTER 3 

Theoretical Underpinnings 
 

Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter I have demonstrated how counter-discourses emanating from 

marginalised communities can emerge within a collaborative space, on booroo, using 

Participatory Action Research methods and dialogic actions. I have also highlighted the ways 

in which these counter-discourses can be made visible through the film medium, which, in the 

context of my study, has been used as a decolonising methodology (Smith, 1999). 

The space where the stories of the three sisters and Kimberley Aboriginal people’s voices 

emerge as a counter-discourse, an act of resistance, is set at the confluence of the historical, 

political, anthropological and legal discourses that have led to this particular moment in time. 

My task as a researcher is to make the connections between all these discourses visible 

through critical analysis, rather than examining them as separate entities (Foucault, 1980, p. 

38). It is also to provide instruments of analysis which enable a thorough, 

ramified, penetrative perception of the present, one that makes it possible to locate 

lines of weakness, strong points, positions where the instances of power have secured 

and implanted themselves by a system of organisation dating back over 150 years. In 

other words, a topological and geological survey of the battlefield – that is the 

intellectual’s role. (Foucault, 1980, p. 62) 

In this chapter, I examine dominant institutional discourses from colonisation onwards, and 

their connections to each other. I do this to illuminate the complexity of past and 

contemporaneous events and processes affecting Nyikina women’s lives, which will then be 

detailed in Chapter 4.  

As a first step, I shine some light on the difference between history (historical events) and 

historiography (the way history is written). I analyse how the “Othering” of Aboriginal people 

(Said, 1978) has been  able to occur in various domains, highlighting the importance of oral 

histories to facilitate the emergence of a counter-discourse (Foucault et al., 2003).  
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I then look at how the early anthropological discourse remained “cautiously silent” (Gray, 

2007) about government policies affecting Aboriginal people’s lives. The discipline of 

anthropology also framed the lives of Kimberley Aboriginal women through a male-dominated 

gaze, giving very little space to Aboriginal women’s experiences and perspectives (Bell, 2002).    

Thirdly, I look at the influence of scientific theories on the dominant discourse, particularly 

Social Darwinism, and how science shaped the representation of the “Aboriginal Other”, as 

well as the concepts of development and progress. Looking at traditional societies with a 

deficit lens, science posited the white man as “superior” because of his scientific advances.  

Furthermore, through the genealogical process suggested by Foucault (1980), I demonstrate 

how the Australian legislative system has been underpinned by the positioning of Aboriginal 

people as “the Other”. This enabled a political approach in which people needed to be 

legislated about and for, and was both a product and a producer of the dominant discourse.  

Finally, I examine the underlying beliefs and values which underpinned the Western concept of 

development during the colonisation of the Kimberley region, demonstrating how the dominant 

discourse emerged from intricate connections between the various domains (historiography, 

politics, legislation, anthropology, development).  

 

3.1 History or Historiography? 

Several broader perspectives on writing “history” have to be examined in order to ground the 

particular context of my study in a broader theoretical framework. Located within a 

Foucauldian web of power relations, the historical field is itself a layered, contested space of 

power struggles over issues of agency and representation, which can be deconstructed 

through different lenses and from various angles. Historical facts and political and judicial 

events (history) have been determining factors in the agency of Nyikina women’s lives today. 

The highly visible, subjective, and mostly Western, analyses justifying those events 

(historiography), have led to dominant representations and perspectives in the historical 

discourse. Past and contemporary counter-discourses, both Indigenous and non-Indigenous, 

oral and textual, are less visible in the broader consciousness, but nonetheless of paramount 

importance. Right at the centre of this complex, interconnected web of discourses, triggered 

and affected by events, dominant representations, and past and present counter-discourses, 

lies contemporary Nyikina women’s resistance, unraveling, reflecting back, and re-

appropriating the historical discourse. 
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In this process of deconstruction, or genealogy, in Foucault’s terms (Foucault et al., 2003), the 

notion of “historiography”, as suggested by Spivak, is highly significant (Spivak, 2010). Her 

concern is not with the analysis of history per se, which simply consists in narrating the events 

of the past, but with historiography – “a narrative of the construction of the past” (Spivak, 1997, 

p. 165). Spivak views imperial history as “epistemic violence”, and “an interested construction 

rather than the production of facts” (Spivak, 1997, p. 165). In addition, Dipesh Chakrabarty 

argues that history is intrinsically Western, and Indigenous histories mere variations of a 

master European narrative, questioning the position of the researcher in analysing the 

historical discourse - something I must be mindful of: 

Insofar as the academic discourse of history – that is, ‘history as a discourse produced 

at the institutional site of the university’ – is concerned, ‘Europe’ remains the sovereign, 

theoretical subject of all histories, including the ones we call ‘Indian’, ‘Chinese’, 

‘Kenyan’ and so on. There is a peculiar way in which all those other histories tend to 

become variations on a master narrative that could be called ‘the history of Europe’. 

(Chakrabarty, cited in Childs & Williams, 1997, p. 9) 

 3.1.1 Orientalism, Aboriginalism 

From a purely textual perspective, Edward Said’s seminal work is still instrumental in revealing 

how power relations are shaped in the historical arena. In Orientalism, a pivotal point in 

studies of “the other”, he retraces the Western “orientalisation” of the Orient, or the re-

construction of a geographical, historical, political, cultural, anthropological and literary space 

by Western academics, linguists, scientists and writers, through various processes. From a 

constructivist point of view88, Said argues that the Western hegemony of the Orient from the 

18th century onwards emerged from the different knowledge fields through which the Orient 

was reconstructed for Western consumers of culture, namely academy, museums, 

anthropology, linguistics, religious studies, and others (Said, 1978, p. 7).  

Said's concept of authority is an important one: positing the notion of intellectual authority over 

the Orient in Western culture, he argues that authors assume an authoritative status in their 

work from their privileged position of knowledge-holders and makers. Their supposed 

“mastery” of another civilisation (Said, 1978, p. 194) generates authoritative texts, which in 

turn generate and reproduce this authority in groups of texts, and eventually textual genres, 

which constitute a “referential power” among themselves and in the wider culture. Therefore, 

colonisation, for Said, does not just happen in a physical sense, but also takes place at a 

                                                
88 Constructivism is a philosophy of learning underpinned by the belief that our view of the world stems 
from our own, individual experiences (Schulte, 1996) 



 103 

purely cultural, intellectual level – by assimilating knowledge and cultural characteristics of “the 

other”, the “exotic”, to better colonise it. Said analyses how texts become truths: he refers to 

the exteriority of authors, who describe the Orient and its mysteries, and, assuming some 

previous knowledge of the Orient, base themselves on other Orientalist works. By relying on 

these, they contribute to giving the Orientalist discourse strength and authority (Said, 1978, p. 

20). However, these “truths”, he argues, are not “natural depictions of the Orient” (Said, 1978, 

p. 21), but simply “representations” of it, which are quickly propagated as sweeping cultural 

generalisations (Said, 1978, p. 190). As Fanon argues, “it is the settler who has brought the 

native into existence and who perpetuates his existence” (Fanon, 1963, p. 28). According to 

Wolfe, these influential texts serve to “ground, authorise, and culturally reproduce” the logic of 

colonialism (Wolfe, 1999). 

Said distinguishes four elements that he describes as essential in terms of 18th-century 

colonial thought: expansion, historical confrontation, sympathy, and classification (Said, 1978, 

pp. 119–120). Said's analysis of the processes required for colonisation to take place through 

text, and knowledge, which ultimately become power, provides us with a good basis to analyse 

the construction of Aboriginal identity by the colonising power. In the Australian context, Bain 

Attwood has described this as “Aboriginalism”, which he says exists in three different, 

interdependent forms: first, as the knowledge and descriptions of Indigenous people by 

European scholars who claim Indigenous people cannot represent themselves and must 

therefore be represented by experts; second, as an “Othering” process in which Aboriginal 

people are seen through the lens of difference; and third, as a corporate institution making 

statements about Aboriginal people and ruling over them by virtue of their supposed 

knowledge (Attwood, 1992, p. i). 

In this chapter, a thorough chronological, textual analysis of early Western writings in the 

Western Australian context, reveals several themes highlighting Eurocentric attitudes and 

Social Darwinist beliefs. Stereotypical representations of Aboriginal people such as 

Rousseau’s Noble Savage, the dying primitive, the woman of loose morals, or the dangerous 

wild man on the frontier (Wolfe, 1999), abound in early colonisers’ texts. Similarly to Said’s 

retracing the Western “orientalisation” of the Orient, I will retrace, in this chapter, the 

construction of the “Aboriginal Other” in the Kimberley, and its representations, through the 

historical discourse (Said, 1978, p. 7). However, in doing this, one runs the risk of looking at 

the broad field of “history” through one lens only, that of Western texts and their dominant 

perspectives. 

Said’s analysis also prompts us to examine ideas of representation and identity. 

Representation, for Said, is a double-edge sword: representation (by the coloniser) is always a 
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deformation, but self-representation, through the tools of the colonisers, is a powerful weapon 

which can carry a lot of weight, even though it may be dismissed  as inauthentic by the 

dominant power (Said, 1997, pp. 105–106).  

From imperialistic accounts to post-colonial writings, Australian historiography has generated a 

number of debates which are still current, as the polarising “history wars” suggested 

(Macintyre & Clark, 2004). But whether writings stem from the perspective of the “white 

blindfold”, or the corrective intents of the “black armband” proponents (Solonec, 2004, p. 45), 

the question of authenticity as suggested by Said (Said, 1997, pp. 105–106) has always been 

the key to the debate. Where is the truth?  Are historians always merely following their own 

(political) agenda? More than writing a purely descriptive history of the Kimberley, I, as a 

researcher, have a responsibility to analyse the provenance of the discourse, its initial intents 

and how past and present discourses and counter-discourses inter-relate with each other.  

 3.1.2. The Place of Oral History  

In order to de-legitimise the dominant discourse, and legitimise minority voices, examining the 

silences of the historical materials is a step in the right direction – but more is needed. I argue 

that in order to successfully deconstruct the historical discourse, questions which should be 

examined not only relate to the existence of minority counter-discourses, but also to their 

nature, and influence: who were they articulated by, were they heard, in Spivak’s meaning of 

the term (Spivak, 2010), and, most importantly, what has been their role in shaping 

contemporary Nyikina women’s thoughts and agency?  

In the context of my study, past and present oral histories form only a part of this counter-

discourse – never to be isolated on their own and always to be contextualised within the 

research (Jebb, 2002, p. 13). They are paramount to a deeper understanding of individual 

lived experiences within a broader historical context, enabling individuals to make sense of 

history and take on an active role within it. As Solonec argues, “in effect oral historians bring 

another dimension to the past. This dimension considers the people who make history as 

individuals, families, and local communities”. (Solonec, 2004, p. 41) 

In this process, there is a need to desegregate the field of Aboriginal history, to go beyond 

othering perspectives to find a “history of relationships”, and to be vigilant not to silence 

colonised women through a white-only woman-centred approach (Cole & Paisley, 2005, p. xv). 

A counter-discourse can emerge by making past and contemporary voices visible, in 

conjunction with returning and re-examining early anthropological and historical texts. 

The increased use of oral history as testimony in recent literature, government reports, legal 
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processes or scientific research (Miller, 2011; National Inquiry into the Separation of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander Children from their Families, 1997; Smith & Walshe, 2017), 

suggests an attempt to correct the imperialistic approach by re-establishing a balance of sorts, 

and to listen to “real” voices from the ground. Recent research has consistently shown that 

there is a need for governments and organisations to engage better with Aboriginal 

communities’ aspirations and cultural protocols, by listening to the voices and concerns of 

Aboriginal people on the ground (Hunt, 2013). As demonstrated in the previous chapter, film 

can be a vital tool in this process.  

Within the context of historical writing, the importance of people’s memories has been 

examined by many historians, such as Passerini, who argues that memory is a “creation of 

self-history, establishing an identity, and having a sense of history” (Passerini, 1990, p. 19), or 

Gregory, who situates oral history within the interpretive framework of history (Gregory, 1989). 

Aboriginal people have engaged in dialogue with individual settlers, institutions, and 

government authorities alike since colonisation (Van Toorn, 2001, p. 2). One of the roles of the 

researcher is to make these dialogues visible, whichever form they may have taken.  

Spivak argues that in the historical discourse, the “subaltern cannot speak”, which many have 

contested. But it is not so much, for Spivak, about the impossibility of oppressed people to 

have a voice, or taking her question entirely literally – it is more about the fact that these 

voices are not being heard, as “speaking and hearing complete the speech act” (Landry & 

MacLean, 1996, p. 292). Spivak also places the subject at the centre of her preoccupations, as 

the departure point from which issues and areas of interest are formulated (Spivak, 1997, p. 

157) - a process also facilitated through film in the context of my research. In conducting 

historiographies, is concerned by attempts to give a voice to silenced minorities through 

textual analysis. In her opinion, the subaltern’s voice, as she calls it, does not exist in those 

texts, only the construction of the subaltern as primitive, or criminal – in a “fabrication of 

representations of historical reality” (Spivak, 1997, p. 165). As Childs & Williams point out: 

“Spivak concludes that there is not an alternative history to be written from a subaltern position 

and that post-colonial critics must learn not to seek for the subaltern’s voice, but to point to the 

silence”. (Childs & Williams, 1997, pp. 163–164). 

But while Spivak refrains from giving a voice to the subaltern, “she is not against 

representation as such: a distinction between ‘making speak’ and ‘speaking about’ (preferably 

after ‘speaking with’)” (Childs & Williams, 1997, p. 171).  

It is this notion of “speaking and hearing” that I am interested in. As a researcher with an 

Indigenist methodology, I want to refrain from adopting a purely Western linear, descriptive 
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perspective. The Nyikina circular space and time concept of Bookarrarra – past, present, and 

future fusing in a moment in time – is therefore useful in describing Nyikina women’s view and 

treatment of history, as well as their “speaking back”. As discussed in the previous chapter, 

Jessica De Largy Healy’s concept of “dialogic history” (De Largy Healy, 2011) enables 

historical archives left by anthropologists to be re-claimed by Aboriginal people today. In the 

process of deconstructing and re-appropriating the historical discourse, it is, in Spivak’s terms, 

possible for the subaltern to speak (Spivak, 2010), not just by exposing the silences between 

the lines, but by listening to the numerous voices which intersect each other dialogically in the 

past, present, and future. At this temporal, dialogical intersection, much like in Bookarrarra, 

past Elders talk to present Elders, and present Elders talk to the young generations, and future 

ones. 

Throughout a process of genealogy (Foucault et al., 2003), one should not be tempted to 

idealise the counter-discourse, in terms of the “traditional”, or “natural”, for instance, as it is in 

itself never disconnected from the dominant discourse’s influences (Alonso, 1992). Similarly, 

Spivak warns researchers not to succumb to “reverse ethnocentrism” – the revalorisation of 

the colonised culture in its pre-colonial form, in itself a nostalgia manufactured by the 

colonialist fantasy (Spivak, 1997, p. 170).  

In the process of decolonisation and indigenisation of the historical discourse, we must start 

with the standpoint of the three women at the centre of my study, as according to Mueller, it is 

“where an interested and located investigation of the social world must begin: at the place 

where the knower herself sits”. (Mueller, 1988)  

3.2 Anthropological Constructs  

 3.2.1 The Construction of “The Other” 
 
As examined in the first part of this chapter, Said explores the construction of the Orient by the 

West through various disciplines (1978). In a similar way, Foucault’s belief that we must 

concentrate our attention on the connections between “local systems of subjugation” and 

“apparatuses of knowledge” is echoed by Wolfe’s concerns of “mutual legitimisation”. The 

relation between an apparatus of knowledge (anthropology) and the state apparatus can be 

construed, in Foucauldian terms, as the reciprocal relationship between power and knowledge. 

As the exercise of power necessitates more information, and creates new objects of 

knowledge, knowledge in turn engenders effects of power (Foucault, 1980, pp. 51–52).  
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In order to contextualise my study within the field of Australian anthropology, it is necessary to 

first examine the history and evolution of the discipline throughout the course of the 20th 

century, as these had first-hand influence on the work carried out by anthropologists in the 

Kimberley. 

Geoffrey Gray (2007, p. 1) distinguishes three stages in the development of Australian 

anthropology in the 20th century: the amateur ethnographer, most often an explorer, a 

traveller, or a colonist; the armchair anthropologist, theorising from afar on the accounts of 

others; and finally, the trained field anthropologist, participating in the everyday life of his or 

her “subjects” - the “participant observer” (Malinowski, 1922). All three types of ethnographers 

were at various times involved in the study of Aboriginal people in the Kimberley, with different 

outcomes.  

A revealing quote from the Second Pan Pacific Science Congress in Melbourne and Sydney in 

1922, suggests the role of the anthropologist at the time as understood along the lines of 

salvaging knowledge (Bell, 2002, p. 23), hence the term “salvage anthropology”: 

in view of the great and particular interest of the [Aborigines] as representing one of the              

lowest types of culture available for study, of the rapid and inevitable diminution of their 

numbers, and of the loss of their primitive beliefs and customs under the influence of a 

higher culture... That steps be taken, without delay, to organize the study of those 

tribes that are, as yet comparatively uninfluenced by contact with civilisation. (Gray, 

2007, p. 7) 

The common perception, in the first half of the 20th century, that the Australian Aboriginal race 

was doomed and bound to disappear in the next generation or so, gave anthropologists and 

ethnographers the impetus, and perhaps, a sense of urgency, to collect observations about 

remote Aboriginal tribes, who were seen as being the sole survivors of a “primitive” culture that 

was soon to be ruined by its contact with the white man. In physical anthropology, a concern in 

the “measurement of people” (Gray, 2007, p. 49) ensued, which saw numerous 

anthropologists dispatched to the field with cumbersome equipment to carry out complex 

procedures destined to collect physiological (Worms, 1942) and anthropometric data. As 

Martin Nakata highlights in his analysis of the Cambridge Expedition to the Torres Strait in the 

1890s, anthropological enquiry was used to “discipline the Islander” – and, more broadly, to 

discipline Indigenous knowledge and colonise it (Nakata, 2007).  

This fascination with “the primitive Other” and anthropometric data drove some to morbid 

excesses, such as Swedish ethnographer and zoologist Eric Mjöberg. Also a keen 
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entomologist, the head of the first Swedish expedition to Western Australia in 1910-1911 was 

in charge of collecting flora and fauna specimens, and making anthropological observations. 

Against his colleagues’ exhortations, and intent on proving his theory of human evolution (that 

Aboriginal people were “the missing link”), he stole human remains from sacred burial grounds 

in many different parts of the Kimberley, including Nyikina country, and took them back to 

Sweden. He was very open about his bone collecting activities in current Australian 

newspaper articles of the time (Mjöberg, 1911), and later boasted about his macabre 

achievements, including getting his Aboriginal guides to carry bags of human bones without 

their knowledge, in his book Among Wild Animals and People in Australia (1915; 2012). 

Mjöberg’s dark deeds, and the grief and traumatic repercussions his actions caused 

throughout the whole region, have been passed on orally through  generations of Kimberley 

Aboriginal people. The remains were eventually returned to Kimberley communities from 

Sweden in 2004 (Mjöberg, 2007) and re-buried on country after cleansing ceremonies. A 

collaborative Swedish-Australian documentary retracing Mjöberg’s expedition, his subsequent 

downfall and premature death, and the healing journey of his grand niece back to the 

Kimberley to return the remains to the communities (Mjöberg, 2007), was released in 2008 

(Haines, Gabrielsson, & Thornton, 2008). 

 

Photograph 27: Photographs of Jeannie Warbie taken during the University of California and University 

of Adelaide Anthropological Expedition to the Kimberley, 1952-1954 (Birdsell & Tindale, 1952-1954) 
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Another concern of the discipline was that of studying “authentic pre-colonial practices” which 

were, it was thought, about to disappear (Peterson, 1990, p. 4). Anthropologists were intent on 

studying Aboriginal people who were unaffected by colonisation and white settlement (Gray, 

2007, p. 64), or finding older Aboriginal men who could provide them with information about 

pre-contact practices. The obvious destination then was central and northern Australia, seen 

as the “last frontier” for such studies. In the late 1920s, for instance, Radcliffe-Brown identified 

the Kimberley as one of three “suitable sites for intensive anthropological research” (2007, p. 

64). Aside from the usual physiological studies, Radcliffe-Brown expected “his” anthropologists 

(the students he had sent to the field), to carry out “a systematic scientific study of the 

mythology of any Australian tribe” - an emphasis on social anthropology which was an 

exception in the field (2007, p. 67).  

Aside from the preoccupation with recording a “dying race”, an interest started to be shown in 

“culture contact”, albeit through a deficit lens. Elkin arrived in Perth in October 1927 and, in an 

interview with the West Australian, stated the following: 

 Ethnology had to do more than treat the Australian aboriginal or any other primitive 

 race as a mere interesting fossil. It must help the higher races to give the lower those 

 elements of culture which would enable them to rise in the scale. (Gray, 2007, p. 93) 

Anthropologists were perceived to be close to their “subjects” and as such, as having a duty to 

protect them, and to improve their lives - leading Gray to comment that, in Elkin's view, 

anthropology not only had to be “palliative”, but also “ameliorative” (2007, p. 20). It was 

therefore not a coincidence that Spencer should be named Chief Protector of the Aborigines in 

the Northern Territory in 1911 after conducting many fieldwork missions in Central Australia 

and writing popular ethnographies with Gillen (Wolfe, 1999, p. 10). Daisy Bates, the eccentric 

journalist, writer, and self-proclaimed protector of Aboriginal people, with whom she lived and 

worked for decades around Australia, was refused the official honour, but was named 

Honorary Protector of the Aborigines in Eucla, Western Australia, in 1912 (Salter, 1972, p. 

154). 

However, aside from their responsibilities to their “subjects”, anthropologists also had duties 

towards the Australian governments, particularly as they had to ask the State Government's 

permission to conduct any fieldwork (Gray, 2007, p. 22) and were prohibited from being too 

critical of the treatment of Aborigines in their reports (Gray, 2007, p. 21). It was a fine line to 

walk, and one reason that most anthropologists opted for “the cautious silence” Gray talks 

about. Eager on defending the reputation of the discipline, Firth also noted that anthropologists 

were first and foremost scientists, and that their duty was to conduct the collection of 
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knowledge and observations of human behaviour for scientific purposes - not humanist ones 

(Firth, 1998, p. 42). 

Wolfe's analysis sheds more light on the relationship between the discipline of anthropology 

and the imposition of colonial power, mainly one of “mutual legitimisation” (1999, p. 11). From 

the late 19th century and in almost the first half of the 20th century, evolutionary anthropology 

was based on the premise that Aboriginal people were “primitive” and that Europeans, by 

studying Aboriginal people, were studying their own prehistory (Wolfe, 1999, p. 35). In so 

doing, they were witnessing the unavoidable demise of an inferior race. The premise of the 

“dying race” was consistent with the “logic of elimination” adopted by the colonising power, a 

greed for land that would “strive to replace indigenous society with that imported by the 

colonizers” (Wolfe, 1999, p. 27). This elimination process, says Wolfe, was at first physical 

(Wolfe, 1999, p. 11), and became ideological with the advent of assimilation policies (Wolfe, 

1999, p. 34). These rendered the existence of a significant portion of the Aboriginal population 

invisible, by attempting to assimilate “half-castes” into white society. The extinction of the 

remainder of the Aboriginal population was a foregone conclusion: two such different races 

could not possibly co-exist in the same space (Wolfe, 1999, p. 175). 

Illustrating the dilemma discussed before, between the anthropologist's responsibility towards 

his subjects, and his or her duties towards the government (Gray, 2007), the discipline 

became preoccupied with “otherness”, with “what was left over, the residue of culture” (Wolfe, 

1999, p. 106; 178), and with “de-economising the native”:               

Myth, ritual, and kinship do not stand in the way of capitalism, hunting and gathering do 

(...). Increasingly, therefore, the Indigenous institutions which persisted as material for 

salvage anthropologists' synchronic cameos were lacking an economic dimension. 

(Wolfe, 1999, p. 55) 

Acculturation meant a loss of culture (Wolfe, 1999, p. 154) and a lack of authenticity that 

ethnographers were desperately keen to avoid. It was an anthropology predicated on 

difference, a discipline which felt increasingly threatened by the advances in photography 

(Wolfe, 1999, p. 158), a medium which could reveal contradictions anthropologists were not 

particularly eager to explain.  

This is particularly well illustrated in the field of visual anthropology. As mentioned in Chapter 

2, the emphasis was on “collecting” footage, and “salvaging culture”, recording a culture that 

was soon to disappear under the pressure of assimilation policies (Bryson, 2002, pp. 13–16). 
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In general terms, the “distant” Aborigine was the “noble savage”, a romantic notion 

emphasised by ethnographic reports from travellers and anthropologists accessing remote and 

“dangerous” areas, whilst the “close” Aborigine, the one on the fringes of towns, was the 

threatening one, the vicious character who had to be dealt with by authorities (Wolfe, 1999, p. 

173) - a form of “imperialist nostalgia” as described by Rosaldo (Rosaldo, 1989). 

This school of anthropology was very much challenged by a counter-discourse from people 

like Thomson or Stanner, who was instrumental in breaking the “great Australian silence” by 

contributing to the public debate on the place of Aboriginal people in Australian society 

(Hinkson & Beckett, 2008, pp. 10–11). Both anthropologists, and others, also foresaw a 

different future both for Aboriginal people and the discipline of anthropology. Most notably, 

Stanner said the discipline should fulfil the research needs of Aboriginal people, and argued 

for the recognition of Aboriginal concepts in Australian law (Mulvaney, 2012). 

However, voices such as Stanner’s were underrated by his peers (Mulvaney, 2012). The 

construction of Aboriginal identity by the colonising power (the authentic / inauthentic 

dichotomy) was served greatly by anthropology, which excluded historical and economic 

factors from the discourse, and “denied Indigenous people's historical productivity” (Wolfe, 

1999, p. 178). Going further, Wolfe states that anthropology's “synchronic relativism”, by 

positioning the Aboriginal identity “somewhere else”, “had the ideologically valuable 

consequence of constructing Aboriginal and European societies as occupants of discontinuous 

spheres, with the Aboriginal one hovering in an apparently self-sufficient ritual space that did 

not conflict with the practical exigencies of settlement”. (Wolfe, 1999, p. 179) 

Wolfe implies that the “xenographic” tendencies of anthropology (the study of the “other”) 

influenced subsequent legislation and policies whereby the definition of authentic Aboriginality 

de facto excluded most Aboriginal people from consideration, in the area of land rights in 

particular: a logic of elimination still present in today's government policies and laws (Wolfe, 

1999, p. 212). 

 3.2.2: Anthropologists in the Kimberley 
  

Some written records of various anthropologists and ethnographers in the Kimberley appear to 

fulfil Wolfe's analysis of legitimisation of the colonial power by orienting their main study 

interests to the construction of an exotic, displaced Aboriginal identity - the “Other” (Mathews, 

1900). However, others, while still bemoaning “cultural loss”, demonstrated the adaptability 

and resilience exhibited by Aboriginal people in the face of substantial social, economic, 

political and cultural impacts brought about by colonisation.   
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In 1932, after a journey through the Kimberley, Elkin published an account of his observations 

entitled “Social Organization in the Kimberley Division” (Elkin, 1932).  In it, he evokes kinship 

rules and marriage divisions, avoidance beliefs, totems, and posits the existence of an 

overarching patrilineal system of descent, which, from his point of view “determines a person's 

place in the social, spiritual and ceremonial life of the tribe” (Elkin, 1932, p. 328). Elkin also 

bemoans the lack of reliable informants through loss of culture. Not much is mentioned about 

the role of women, except that they are almost altogether excluded from any spiritual life: 

a girl is not admitted into this sacred realm, but since she was 'found' by her father, she 

belongs to his 'country', and moreover, receives a totemic name which links her on to 

the sacred life of the tribe. But her real mission is to be the means of incarnation of 

other pre-existent spirit-children. (Elkin, 1932, p. 330) 

In 1954, the German anthropologist Helmut Petri published a book with the telltale title of 

Sterbende Welt in Nordwest Australien, later translated as The Dying World of North West 

Australia (Petri, 2011). Part three of the book, “Die Nyigina”, concentrates on Nyikina people, 

their sociology, kinship systems, totemic affiliations, and various founding myths. Petri 

introduces the “fragmented” nature of the chapter by informing the reader that some of the 

material, gathered before the war, was never recovered, but also stating that 

The second reason for the fragmentary value of the present investigation is to be seen 

in the fact that the Nyigina tribe has virtually become extinct. Its few members still left 

have given up their old tribal customs and traditions, some joined other tribes, others 

went to the whites to live permanently on their stations and work for them. (Petri, 2011, 

p. 188) 

Permeating this chapter, is, again, in spite of the wealth of information given by Petri's 

informants, a sense of cultural loss. This concept of lack of authenticity also pervades 

subsequent publications (Petri, 1963; Petri & Petri-Odermann, 1970). Socialisation and 

acculturation processes, Petri concludes at the end of his research, mean that there are no 

more “wild tribes” in the Kimberley (Petri, 1963, p. 291). However, Petri also examines the 

revival and creation of new “cults”, such as the Jinimin “myth” in Myroodah which, according to 

him, integrate Christian concepts into a traditional framework. 

In 1987, the anthropologist Erich Kolig used a similar approach in his research on 

Noonkanbah (the easternmost boundary of Nyikina country) (Kolig, 1987). Writing about the 

numerous traditional stories which confer the land its layered and complex spiritual and 

metaphysical meanings, such as the story of good and evil ancestors Marala-Marala and 
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Dangabba (Kolig, 1987, p. 65), the creator of the Fitzroy River, “Wunyumbu” (Kolig, 1987, p. 

67), or rain-being Balyarra (Kolig, 1987, p. 68), Kolig then states the following: 

On Noonkanbah, as elsewhere in the Fitzroy River area, traditional land tenure has 

been so severely disrupted that clan estates can be retraced only very tentatively (...) 

In any case it is quite unambiguously clear that some of the original Noonkanbah clans 

have died out and are no longer even remembered (...) Worst hit were clans north of 

the Fitzroy River, in the area traditionally called Mowanban and Bindilinman, whose 

original inhabitants have almost totally disappeared. (Kolig, 1987, p. 85) 

Kolig also makes a point of referring to the dichotomy between traditional and modern times, 

referring to the “pre-contact” culture, or “pre-European” times (Kolig, 1987, p. 89) and to the 

“original” custodians and “new” custodians of this culture. However he also argues that, as 

opposed to being endowed with a dogmatic quality, the original system of “land-owning and 

land sharing had a built-in tendency toward change” (Kolig, 1987, p. 88). Kolig retraces the 

obstacles and different stages towards local Aboriginal people regaining control of their land in 

Noonkanbah, acknowledging that “traditional social structures are bound to disappear in a 

deluge of adaptational moves”. (Kolig, 1987, p. 104) 

Kim Akerman offered an interesting alternative to the discourse on the “loss of culture”, and 

the dichotomy between past and present. In the late 1970s, Akerman, like Petri, was also 

interested in cultural revival, and the “renascence of Aboriginal Law in the Kimberleys” in the 

article of the same name (Akerman, 1980b, p. 234). He described an increase in ritual activity 

coinciding with a movement of Kimberley Aboriginal people from the towns back to outstations 

on country, associated with a growing realisation that “alien contact has resulted in varying 

degrees of disintegration of traditional socio-economic and religious life. The need to transmit 

the cultural heritage to the young who are 'losing themselves' has been slowly realised”. 

(Akerman, 1980b, p. 238)  

Interestingly, in spite of mentioning this “cultural loss”, Akerman argued that this cultural revival 

was part of the “re-construction” of Aboriginal identity. He maintained that it should be viewed 

as a dynamic process of transition and renewal, having an important role in questions of land 

rights and decentralisation: 

We see, in fact, a dynamic process which emphasizes both the strength and the 

adaptability of traditionally based Aboriginal religion. (...) Renascence is a continuing 

theme, inherent in the ideology of so many Australian Aboriginal religious movements - 
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emergence in birth, renewal in initiation, rebirth and transition in death. (Akerman, 

1980b, p. 241) 

In another article (Akerman, 1980a, p. 241), Akerman offered a thorough illustration of this 

“renewal” theme, discussing the changes undergone by Aboriginal material culture in the 

Kimberley. Whilst old artefacts had been replaced by new objects, and traditional materials 

replaced by moderns ones, adaptations had not meant an end of traditional trade routes or 

exchanges. If anything, Akerman said, ritual objects built with non-traditional materials were 

now finding their way around the Kimberley more often and more consistently, and old objects, 

seen as artefacts, were still produced, albeit often for commercial reasons (Akerman, 1980a, 

p. 251). 

Most of the anthropological accounts of Nyikina people were gathered by male anthropologists 

up to the 1980s, and hence, mainly dealt with “men's business”, often barely mentioning 

women, or if so, merely as an aside. Up until that time, anthropology was a discipline 

dominated by the male anthropologist’s gaze, skewing questions towards a male-oriented 

model, making it difficult to understand the breadth of women’s contributions to Aboriginal 

society, especially in Law, knowledge, and culture (Bell, 2002). The “sacred-profane” 

Durkheimian dichotomy, in which women were viewed as profane, and of no importance to 

ceremonial life, permeated Australian anthropology (Bell, 2002, p. 23). As Diane Bell suggests, 

women were often considered as objects (Bell, 2002, p. 237): “we find that the theoretical 

preoccupations, context of fieldwork, research design, and the nature of the discipline in 

Australia have all conspired to relegate women to a marginal position within Aboriginal society 

and within the discipline”. (Bell, 2002, p. 233) 

Two notable exceptions are of interest in the local context of my study as they offer polar 

opposite views coming from women’s perspectives : Daisy Bates and Phyllis Kaberry. 

 3.2.3 Daisy Bates 

Daisy Bates first went to the Kimberley in 1900, after becoming acquainted with Bishop Gibney 

in Perth and developing a passion for his cause. She convinced him she would support his 

missionary activities by writing articles on the condition of Aboriginal people in the Trappist 

mission of Beagle Bay (Salter, 1972, pp. 78–79). Her detailed articles for the Journal of the 

Department of Agriculture became an instant success, published by both English and 

Australian newspapers (Salter, 1972, p. 90). She was to spend a further two years in the 

region, when her husband, Jack Bates, became the manager of Roebuck Plains Station in 

1901 (Salter, 1972, p. 90). And whilst mostly referring to “Broome Aboriginal people” in her 
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papers, the extent of her writings actually covers the country between Broome, the Dampier 

Peninsula to the North, and the Lower Fitzroy River to the East - Nyikina country.  

Daisy Bates came from the generation of ethnographers who believed that Aboriginal people 

were a doomed race, and as a consequence, set about to record as much as she could of 

their “primitive” lives before they disappeared - typical of Wolfe's “evolutionist anthropologist”. 

(Wolfe, 1999)  

Whilst Daisy Bates was not a trained anthropologist, and indeed made many statements which 

outraged contemporary anthropologists and the public at large, her early observations, in 

particular, are worthy of interest, if not just for the considerable amount of time she spent with 

people, and the surprising extent of her records. The bulk of her notes for her intended book 

on The Native Tribes of Western Australia (Bates, 1985) which was edited by Isobel White and 

published after her death, comprises 99 folios spread in 53 boxes at the National Library of 

Australia, and was written between 1901 and 1912.  

Another reason for my interest in Daisy Bates' notes was the following conversation between 

Lucy Marshall and myself in 2010. I was introducing some of the Daisy Bates's material I had 

examined, telling Lucy about a white woman who had lived in and around Broome more than 

100 years ago. Before I could even mention her name, Lucy informed me that she knew Daisy 

Bates. Our conversation went on as follows: 

M:         How do you know about Daisy Bates? Did people talk about her? 

L:           Yeah. Aboriginal people, white people, half-caste people. Everybody 

talk              about her. We don't see it...  nothing exciting. 

M:         Was she OK? 

L:           She must be OK, because he was among Aboriginal people, living, 

 working on the stations, in the Pilbara. And up here. Different people talk about 

different time. In them days were the old people, and the young people too. They talk 

about her. Everybody know, in the river. Those people been living no more now. (L. 

Marshall, Personal Communication, 2010) 

 
Daisy Bates had indeed spent an extensive amount of time on the Fitzroy River and in Derby, 

and referred to Nyikina people as the “Wallungaree” people, spelt in a variety of ways: “east of 

the Waddiabbulu were the Wai-ung-arri of the Mt Clarkson area. The eastern boundary of the 

Waiungarri was the Fitzroy River, at its mouth”. (Bates, 1985, p. 60) 

Bates was referring to the Nyikina Warloongarriy ceremony, using the ceremony's name to 

describe the people who practiced it. A thorough search of her notes then revealed almost 
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one-hundred pages of observations about the Warloongarriy ceremony, with remarkable 

transcripts of songs, and word lists in Nyikina language. Other ceremonies and rituals, such as 

the Jeerungoomai seed increase ceremony, are also described in the context of “economic 

activities” with neighbouring tribes, pointing to a well-developed system of trade, exchange 

and reciprocity (Bates, 1904-1912). 

With Daisy Bates being the first white woman able to observe daily practices, one could 

assume her notes would yield more precise information than other previously biased male 

explorers' and anthropologists' diaries, but as Isobel White's notes, a paradox remains 

entrenched in Bates's observations, between on the one hand, the description of the 

Kimberley Aboriginal woman as a mere servant of her husband, and, on the other, the mention 

of the power of older women marriage negotiations, the practice of magic (Bates, 1985, p. 

117), and even their important role in initiation ceremonies (Bates, 1985, p. 169). 

This seemingly blatant contradiction might stem from the fact that Daisy Bates still operated in 

a man's world, imbued with Victorian values, mainly writing for government officials and 

newspapers, and with, perhaps, a sense of deference to other male anthropologists, “learned 

professors”, as she called them (Salter, 1972, p. 135). 

She sought to acquire most of her information from senior men, assuming that “access to the 

more intimate details of tribal customs and ceremonies was possible only through the men, 

who debarred women from knowledge of all things sacred”. (Salter, 1972, p. 96) 

Daisy Bates stayed true to the social conventions of her time and her terms of employment. 

She sought to emulate other anthropologists by looking at kinship systems, marriage laws, 

skin groups, and ritual and ceremonial life, viewing Aboriginal people as a primitive, dying 

race. As Diane Bell suggests, women such as Daisy Bates did Aboriginal women a disfavour 

(Bell, 2002, p. 234). However, she probably spent more time with Aboriginal people than any 

of the other anthropologists of her time put together, and the amount of information she 

produced is phenomenal, albeit somewhat vague and confusing at times. Some of her neatly 

kept records, which show Aboriginal names carefully hand-written on the back of photographs, 

for instance, can be of precious use today for the counter-discourses of Aboriginal people in 

identity, representation, and historiography.  

 3.2.4 Phyllis Kaberry 
  

Phyllis Kaberry was a young anthropologist who was just out of university and only twenty-four 

years old when she went to live with Kimberley Aboriginal women in the mid-1930s (Toussaint, 
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in Kaberry, 2004, p. xii). In 1935, she “spent time six months with the Lunga tribe, three 

months with Wolmeri, and shorter periods with the Djaru, Miriwun, Malngin, Wula, Kunian, 

Punaba and Nyigina” (Toussaint, in Kaberry, 2004, p. xix).  

Kaberry was encouraged to go to the Kimberley by Elkin, who had himself carried out some 

work there. He had recognised the dearth of material regarding Aboriginal women's lives, and 

the fact that male anthropologists rarely worked with Aboriginal women (Elkin, in Kaberry, 

2004, p. xxx).               

Upon her arrival in the Kimberley, Kaberry's first impressions betray the common view of the 

time: “women trudge off in another direction, burdened with swags, moving like a string of pack         

mules off to market, and confirming the generally held opinion that they are a little better than 

drudges or chattels” (Kaberry, 2004, p. 5).   

However, through the course of her analysis of women's lives, Kaberry firstly establishes that 

the relationship between a man and a woman is not that of master and slave, but more a 

cooperation based on an equitable division of labour aimed at fulfilling economic functions. 

Women are for instance observed helping the men with poisoning the fish - describing, 

perhaps, the use of majala by Nyikina people (Kaberry, 2004, p. 18), and foraging for fruit, 

nuts, roots and small reptiles whilst men have gone hunting (Kaberry, 2004, pp. 19–22). She 

insists on women possessing an economic role (Kaberry, 2004, p. 35), something never 

contemplated before, and, unlike other anthropologists of her time, grounds kinship 

mechanisms, like the mutual exchange of gifts, into real, everyday life - away from its 

“xenographic” intent (Wolfe, 1999): 

They are dictated by tribal sentiment and her own affection for these individuals; by a 

kinship system which finds concrete expression not only in the attitudes and linguistic 

usage, but also in the exchange of the limited food resources and the material and 

ritual objects which are found in the community. Kinship as seen in Australia is practical 

altruism or enlightened self-interest. (Kaberry, 2004, p. 33)  

Kaberry's tour de force lies in grounding women's lives in the sacred, whilst other 

anthropologists had previously relegated them to the secular sphere of Aboriginal life, such as 

Spencer and Gillen, “tucking them away unobtrusively in a small chapter entitled ‘peculiar 

native customs’”. (Kaberry, 2004, p. 219) 

Kaberry describes women's ceremonies as being just as sacred, but perhaps “less 

spectacular” than the men's. Like Bates, she relates the participation of women in initiation 

ceremonies, in rites associated with menstruation and childbirth (Kaberry, 2004, p. 219). She 
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also records the use of koongkarra89 for smoking ceremonies (Kaberry, 2004, p. 244), which 

are still practiced today by Nyikina women. She discusses the women's interest in, and 

knowledge of, their membership of a tribe through totemism, kinship, and local organisation 

(Kaberry, 2004, p. 184). Kaberry even challenges the notion of patrilineal subsections 

described by other anthropologists, something that Nyikina women have consistently re-

affirmed in our conversations: “everyone in the East and South Kimberley tribes bears a 

subsection name which is indirectly determined through that of the mother, that of the father 

being irrelevant”. (Kaberry, 2004, p. 46) 

In short, Kaberry's work in the Kimberley went further than any anthropologist of the time in 

describing the daily lives, aspirations, and multiple roles of Aboriginal women in both the 

secular and sacred ceremonial spheres. It can be construed as somewhat of an exception in 

an otherwise male-oriented, reductionist anthropology focused on the visual manifestations of 

exotic traditions, and representing “the Other” as removed from the settler-colonial economy 

(Wolfe, 1999).   

3.3 Science 
 

For a long time, evolutionary principles based on Social Darwinism condemned Indigenous 

people to be viewed as mere “remnants of the first stage of humanity” (Prichard, 1843, in 

Crawford, 1981, p. 7). Described at length in explorers’ diaries and early anthropologists’ 

observations, they were mainly curiosities in need of classifications, a relic of the primitive 

stage of humanity belonging in a museum (Crawford, 1981, p. 10), a race destined to 

disappear. Scientific expeditions were intent on studying the “last wild people”, based on the 

premise that Aboriginal culture was “prehistoric”, a view that was perpetuated for a long time, 

and is particularly well illustrated in the following commentary of a 1932 British Pathé film:  

 The expedition is nearing the country inhabited by the real wild men of Australia, wild 

 blacks who have never seen a white. Prehistoric beings sprung from a race said to be 

 500,000 years old. People who have not progressed one degree since the dawn of 

 creation… (British Pathé, 1932) 

Science’s role in shaping the representation of the “Aboriginal Other” (Said, 1978), and the 

concepts of development and progress, cannot be underestimated. The scientific authority of 

high modernism (Scott, 1998) played a major role in the colonising process: anything 

                                                
89 koongkarra: conkerberry bush. The koongkarra bush used in smoking ceremonies for babies. The 
koongkarra root is used for smoking places such as houses for spiritual cleansing (Hattersley, 2014, p. 
86) 
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resembling traditions was deemed to be inferior and needed to be transcended to plan for a 

better future (Alvares, 1999, p. 230; Scott, 1998, pp. 93–95). Efficiency, rationality, authority, 

order (Scott, 1998, p. 167), thus formed the basis of the colonising, civilising, sedentarising 

mission (Scott, 1998, p. 184). The “imperial” scientific view of the world dismissed “Mētis”, or 

local know-how, which responds and adapts to a continually changing environment (Scott, 

1998, p. 313) as insignificant, backward, or belonging to the realm of superstition. This lay at 

the root of state strategies of control and appropriation (Scott, 1998, p. 311) with the intent to 

standardise knowledge for more efficient production (Scott, 1998, p. 336).  

Science provided the criteria by which Indigenous and other oppressed people’s rights and 

ways of being were devalued and ridiculed – in doing so, it attempted to eradicate 

epistemologies or interactions that were different, “other ways of seeing, doing, and having” 

(Alvares, 1999, p. 230). Europeans arrived in Australia with a preconception of what civilisation 

should look like – at worst, Aboriginal people were seen almost as animals, and at best, “noble 

savages” (Crawford, 1981, pp. 32–33). They were either to be eliminated, or taught the “right 

way” of doing things. There was no question that their culture might, in effect, be superior in 

some ways to that of white people. Some have suggested that hunting and gathering societies 

may have been more affluent, in certain respects, than Western European societies, 

principally in the amount of time they spent on cultural or artistic activities rather than food 

production and shelter (Sahlins, 1972, in Crawford, 1981, p. 33). The notions of progress, 

productivity, and acquisition of goods was regarded by many Aboriginal people in the north as, 

quite simply, madness (Crawford, 1981, pp. 32–33). The forced adoption of the kardiya’s work 

“ethics” did not allow them sufficient time for cultural activities: singing, dancing, storytelling, 

caring for country and sites, painting, manufacturing objects, which were important activities 

that would have taken up a major part of the day, and could not be carried out within the white 

man’s strict work timetable (Crawford, 1981, p. 33).  More recent works, such as Gammage’s 

Biggest Estate on Earth (Gammage, 2011), or Bruce Pascoe’s Dark Emu (Pascoe, 2018), 

have demonstrated how Aboriginal people’s complex micro and macro land and resource 

management techniques had resulted in a well-managed “estate” all over the continent – a far 

cry from the Terra Nullius concept of the British invaders. This failure to perceive the positive 

traits of Aboriginal culture (Crawford, 1981, p. 34), or to consider the existence of Indigenous 

science, meant that the march to progress was codified in Western European terms, through 

Western European laws. 

Through the process of “mutual legitimisation” (Wolfe, 1999), the disciplines of anthropology 

and science therefore assisted the government’s legislating of “the Other” (Said, 1978), and 

were instrumental in the development of successive strategies to control and assimilate 
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Aboriginal people. In the next part of this chapter, I will examine the nature of these strategies 

and the underpinning beliefs driving the early development of the Kimberley region.  

3.4 Legislating Development 90
 

 

From the early days of exploration, the colonisation of the Kimberley followed the expectations 

and values of the time, viewing progress and development, as Sbert argues, as the sole 

destiny of humanity (Sbert, 1999, p. 195).  Young British Army lieutenant, George Grey, 

leading what is widely acknowledged as the first exploration of the North West region of 

Western Australia, lists the aims of the expedition as follows:  

  

The main objects of the expedition were then specified to be: to gain information as to  

the real state of North-Western Australia, its resources, and the course and direction of  

its rivers and mountain ranges; to familiarize the natives with the British name and  

character; to search for and record all information regarding the natural productions of  

the country, and all details that might bear upon its capabilities for colonization or the  

reverse; and to collect specimens of its natural history. (Grey, 1841) 

  

Further in the Grey journal, Chapter 12 expands on geographical data and details the 

commercial potentials of the newly discovered region: Grey mentions that the climate is suited 

for cotton, sugar, indigo and rice. He foresees prospects for trade with the “Indian Archipelago, 

the China Sea, and Timor”, and argues that export articles are abundant, timber in particular. 

The possibility of whaling is also mentioned (Grey, 1841). This utilitarian discourse, viewing 

nature as a resource to be exploited (Scott, 1998, p. 13), underpinned most subsequent 

colonisation ventures, and was evidently at odds with Aboriginal people’s holistic views of land 

and country (Wuttunee, 2004, p. 94).  

When the first British penal colony was established in New South Wales in 1788, De Vattel’s 

Law of Nations was still the main influence on international law (De Vattel, 1797).  Privileging 

the notion that cultivation was the main factor underpinning the concept of private ownership, 

newly discovered territories could be deemed to be “Terra Nullius”  under the Doctrine of 

Discovery. In essence, “wandering tribes”, as they were seen, were not considered as 

landowners (Hinchy, 2015, pp. 28–29), and colonial powers could lay claims to territories 

whose inhabitants were not subjects of a European Christian Monarch (Miller, Ruru, Behrendt, 

& Lindberg, 2010). Colonial Australia’s legislative system was therefore built on this premise, 

                                                
90 Please see Appendix 3 (p. 351) for an in-depth look at the Western Australian and Federal legislation 
affecting Kimberley Aboriginal people from colonisation to today.  
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overturned only, to a certain extent, with the Mabo Case (Mabo v. Queensland 1992). This 

legal power of English law over Indigenous Law, and the denial of the existence of a very 

distinct, complex, and adaptive Aboriginal Law, were a direct mechanism in the forced 

assimilation and destruction of Australian Aboriginal cultures, and the injustices faced by 

Indigenous people up to the present day (Hinchy, 2015, pp. 57–59).  

When the colony of New South Wales was established, Governor Phillip had received clear 

instructions from the British government that he should try to establish a friendly dialogue with 

Aboriginal people, who were considered as British subjects (Elkin, in Berndt & Berndt, 1979, p. 

285). The instructions also stipulated that anyone caught harming them wantonly would be the 

subject of the wrath of British Law without exception. These principles of justice, protection, 

and education had been established in the “Instructions to the Council of Foreign Plantations” 

in 1670 for the American colonies, but as we will see in this chapter, did not bear much 

influence on Australian policies (Hasluck, 1942, p. 46). The ambiguity, or contradiction, in the 

settlers’ colonial intentions is palpable from the start of Australia’s colonisation. On the one 

hand, Phillip’s intentions were ones of “amity and kindness”, while on the other, he was 

already considering how a good relationship with Aboriginal people might be useful for the 

future of the colonial enterprise (Broome, 2001, p. 31). This potent belief in British supremacy, 

associated to the Social Darwinist beliefs of the time, the desire to control and manage the 

Indigenous inhabitants of the land while keeping a good conscience, the will to re-make them 

into the Westerner’s image of acceptability, and offer them the “blessings” of European 

civilisation (Elkin, 1979b, p. 285), were to permeate not only Western-Indigenous relationships 

until the present day, but also the State and Federal legislation put in place over 200 years in 

order to solve the “Aboriginal problem”. Early policies, and subsequent legislation, were at 

their worst underpinned by the settlers’ development intents, combined with a profound 

ignorance and denigration of complex Aboriginal cultures. At their best, they proved to be 

nothing else but misguided protective intents, coupled with a need to civilise and therefore 

control, the “Other”. The denigration of Aboriginal people, and the arguments by the Select 

Committee on Aborigines that they were “barbarous”, or “destitute”, actually underpinned the 

argument put forward by the settlers that Aboriginal people had no rights of ownership 

(Hinchy, 2015, p. 43). 

In Western Australia, the Swan River Colony was proclaimed in 1829 on Noongar land in 

Perth (Pierluigi, 1991, p. 2). By declaring what is now Western Australia to be a British Colony, 

Stirling had upheld the doctrine of Terra Nullius and assumed the position that Aboriginal 

people had no right to the land (Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 2003, p. 9). In contrast to the 

instructions given by the British Government to Governor Phillip in New South Wales, no clear 

guidelines were provided to Governor Stirling as far as Aboriginal people were concerned. 
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Stirling reiterated the do-no-harm principles, warning settlers that if they committed an offence 

against Aboriginal people, it would be regarded as an offence against British subjects 

(Hasluck, 1942, p. 47). However, this initial benevolent approach was not to last. Stirling also 

advocated for the creation of a militia (Green, 1981, p. 80), or the provision of military support, 

because Aboriginal people were involved in attacks on settlers to defend their land, and the 

settlers were prone to violent reactions in defending what they considered to be their 

“property”. Authority, severity, and repression, he argued, as well as acts of self-defence, were 

acceptable, and necessary, to quell any attempts at rebellion by Aboriginal people in Western 

Australia (Hasluck, 1942, pp. 48–49). Legal devices were then put in place by the government 

to justify the force used to thwart Aboriginal resistance (Hunter, 2012, p. xv). The Capital 

Punishment Act 1871 abolished public executions but exempted Aboriginal people from it so 

they could still be executed in public. The Aborigines Protection Act 1886 established the 

Aborigines Protection Board and gave officials increased power to regulate the employment 

and movement of Aboriginal people. The Aboriginal Offenders Act 1892 stipulated Aboriginal 

males could be punished with whipping. 

Early colonists’ statements show that as early in 1831, some concern existed about this 

approach, as well as an awareness that Aboriginal people did possess property rights: “the 

quantity of land owned by each individual being very considerable… Others of his family have 

certain rights over it” (Nind, 1831, in Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 2003, p. 9); “the right of 

property is well recognised among them the land appears to be apportioned to different 

families” (Armstrong, 1836, in Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 2003, p. 9). 

Paul Hasluck, although later known as the architect of the Federal Government’s assimilation 

policies of the 1950s and 1960s, offers some interesting perspectives on Western Australia’s 

legislative history. In his earliest book, he contends that Stirling’s idea of a militia was sharply 

criticised by the Colonial Office (Hasluck, 1942, p. 49), which re-stated the principle that all 

Aboriginal people should be treated as subjects of the Queen and therefore crimes committed 

against them severely punished by law. In addition, measures should not only be taken to 

ensure the protection of their rights, but also the provision of a religious education, and the 

general benefits of the “spread of civilisation” among them (Hasluck, 1942, p. 51). Two 

paragraphs of the Select Committee reports (1836-1837) highlight the ambiguity of a 

reasoning hovering between the recognition of the visible injustice of the situation, and the 

justifying of it through the unquestioned moral superiority of the Mother Country: 

 

It might be presumed that the native inhabitants of any land have incontrovertible right 

 to their own soil; a plain and sacred right; however which seems not to have been  

understood. Europeans have entered upon their borders uninvited and, when there,  
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have not only acted as they were undoubted lords of the soil, but have punished the  

natives as aggressors if they have evinced a disposition to live in their own country. If  

they have been found upon their own property they have been treated as thieves and  

robbers (…) 

(…) The British Empire has been blessed by Providence, and her eminence, her  

strength, her wealth, her prosperity, her intellectual, her moral and her religious  

advantages are so many reasons for peculiar obedience to the laws of Him who guides  

the destinies of nations. These were given for some higher purpose than commercial  

prosperity and military renown… He who has made Great Britain what she is will 

 inquire at our hands how we have employed the influence He has lent us in our 

 dealings with the untutored and defenceless savage… (Select Committee, in Hasluck, 

 1942, pp. 51– 53) 

 

The 2003 Lost Lands Report (Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 2003) points out that being a 

British subject should have afforded Aboriginal people some protection, but in reality, it led to 

vastly different outcomes: “being under the protection of English law had one set of meanings 

for white colonists and another for Aboriginal people: acquisition as opposed to dispossession; 

licence as opposed to restriction; entrenchment as opposed to displacement”. (Department of 

Aboriginal Affairs, 2003, p. 10) 

An examination of the laws and legislations passed by Commonwealth and Western Australian 

authorities throughout the colonisation process sheds some light on the endemic institutional 

racism and structural violence endured by Kimberley Aboriginal people from colonisation 

onwards (Poelina, 2009). Although Governor Stirling had vowed to protect the Aboriginal 

inhabitants of the new colony in his proclamation in 1829, subsequent laws would be passed 

to aid the colonisation process and the expansion of white settlement, often in a violent 

manner, and at the expense of Aboriginal people, who were being “pacified” by force (Elkin, 

1979b, p. 287). 

The original, seemingly good intentions were promptly forgotten when Stirling himself gave 

permissions for permits to be issued to shoot “troublesome blacks” on pastoral holdings, their 

only crime being to linger by waterholes and occasionally kill stock. The cost of these permits 

was one shilling, as decreed by Parliament (Berndt & Berndt, 1979, p. 57).  

The most influential expedition for the Kimberley region was undoubtedly the one led by 

Alexander Forrest in 1879, which opened up the region to pastoral occupation (Battye & Fox, 

1915, p. 30). Forrest’s diary emphasizes the magnificence and economic potentials of the 

Fitzroy River valley: 
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These banks are timbered with Eucalypti of different kinds, with banksia, acacia, and 

palms, and, like the plains above them, are most splendidly grassed. The country is 

very similar to that at the DeGrey, and is well suited to any kind of stock, but more 

particularly horses and cattle; although I feel sure that sheep would do well also. 

(Forrest, 1880, p. 13) 

  

Forrest’s report, which mentioned the “discovery” of 25,000,000 acres of country suitable for 

pastoral or agricultural purposes, as well as potential gold mining opportunities (Battye & Fox, 

1915, p. 30), received a glowing reception amongst the pastoralists in the South and East who 

were hungry for new land. The influence of the Forrest family was far-reaching – an illustration 

of the notion that Western Australia’s economic development was inextricably linked, from the 

outset, to the decisions of lawmakers and politicians who had very strong personal economic 

interests in the development of the colony and owned pastoral properties themselves 

(Hasluck, 1942). John Forrest, Alexander Forrest’s brother, also a renowned explorer and 

surveyor, became the first Premier of Western Australia in 1890. During his term as Premier, 

he was known to be a staunch proponent of large-scale public works, such as railway lines, 

and encouraged extensive land settlement in the newly formed State of Western Australia, 

whose economy had been given a substantial boost by the discovery of gold in the Kalgoorlie-

Boulder region (French, 2010, pp. 23–24). But most importantly, he was also himself a well-off 

landholder, having acquired over one million and a quarter acres in the North West with his 

brother Alexander in 1876 (French, 2010, p. 19). He had worked hard, throughout the 1880s, 

on a scheme to have previous legislation amended to encourage the settlement of the 

northern areas of Western Australia. The object of the scheme was to “settle population – a 

bold peasantry – on the soil; to encourage the agricultural progress of the colony; and while 

doing this, to give as much security as possible to the pastoral tenant, especially in centres not 

suited for agricultural development” (Battye & Fox, 1915, p. 36).  

Once the inevitable march of “progress” had begun in the Kimberley, it seemed nothing was 

going to stop it. The opening up of the region was swift: numerous applications for grazing 

land in the new territory were received (Battye & Fox, 1915, p. 32), and by 1883, a survey by 

Surveyor-General John Forrest revealed that eight pastoral stations were already in existence. 

Two port sites, Broome and Derby, were selected and named in 1883 (Battye & Fox, 1915, p. 

36) and the two town sites proceeded to grow quickly. In this, surveying was a form of 

conquest:  as mentioned in Chapter 1, the mapping process, and the Torrens system of land 

titling, conveniently enabled parcels of land to be sold quickly to the new settlers while totally 

disregarding the Aboriginal perceptions of land, country and territories (Scott, 1998, pp. 49–

51).  
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Official policies attempted to resolve the conflicting issues of curbing hostility, protecting the 

settlers from attacks, while at the same time promoting the spread of civilisation and 

Christianity among Aboriginal people (Hasluck, 1942, p. 42). The goal of “civilising” Aboriginal 

people,  who were after all ignorant of British laws, and still being punished harshly for their 

non-observance of these laws (Hunter, 2012, p. 114), was promoted by Governor Hutt in 

particular (Reynolds, 1972, p. 154). It was however quickly abandoned in the face of the 

urgency of protecting settlers. Having somewhat achieved their goals of pacification, the role 

of the State was then seen as relieving distress. By 1883, “the view expressed by the 

Commission of 1883, and general at the time, was that the native might be taught enough to 

make him useful (and, hence, in the white view, happy) to the white man, but no more”. 

(Hasluck, 1942, p. 99) 

This led to a total reliance on Christian missionaries to fulfil the “civilising” mission, which was 

given less and less government money (Hasluck, 1942). 

The Aborigines Protection Act 1886 was passed by the Western Australian Government, 

granting “better protection and management of the Aboriginal Natives of Western Australia”. 

This Act would become the colonisers' main instrument of power and control over Aboriginal 

people's lives for many years to come (Poelina, 2009). It set up the Aborigines Protection 

Board and defined the board duties as follows: applying money granted out of the 

Consolidated Revenue Fund, distributing blankets, clothes and rations, suggesting custody 

and education measures regarding Aboriginal children, providing medical attendance to the 

sick and aged, managing all native reserves, supervising everything having to do with the 

welfare of Aboriginal people and protecting them from ill-treatment (Hasluck, 1942, p. 67). 

In 1887, other regulations, proposed by John Forrest, came into existence (Battye & Fox, 

1915, p. 37), relaxing lease provisions, and pastoral settlement continued at an increased 

pace. Meanwhile, the pearling industry was starting to thrive, and two geological expeditions 

led by Edward Hardman in 1883 and 1884, had suggested the metamorphic rocks of the 

Kimberley region were likely to contain some gold (Battye & Fox, 1915, pp. 37–38; Hardman, 

1884), prompting more settlers to try their luck in the new territory. By the end of 1886, some 

2,000 men were working in the Kimberley (Battye & Fox, 1915, p. 38), and reports of progress 

and “improvements”, were a popular theme in the press of the time. Highlighting the utilitarian 

purposes of the “high modernist” colonisation process (Scott, 1998), centred on productivity, 

one writer said about the Kimberley: 

Here are millions of acres of fertile country warmed into productiveness by a tropical 

 sun and watered by spontaneous rains and numerous rivers. The soil supports forests,  
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jungle of dense undergrowth, and prairies of nutritious grass. The country abounds in  

game, and the waters are black with wildfowl (...) It is not to be supposed that a country  

such as this is to reach the maximum of its usefulness in the rearing of sheep and 

 cattle. Land which can produce vegetation as that land does has greater capabilities 

 when science, capital and labor are applied to it. 

(Anonymous writer, in Battye & Fox, 1915, p. 106) 

 

The Aborigines Protection Act was consolidated in 1905 with the passing of The Aborigines 

Act 1905, which made the Chief Protector the legal guardian of all Aboriginal children and 

instituted a system of surveillance and strict controls over Aboriginal people (Poelina, 2009).  

 

The Aborigines Act was to play a significant role in the policies of forced removal of Aboriginal 

children from their families, particularly the “half-caste” policies resulting in the stolen 

generations, and the breaking up of many Aboriginal families. Brigida Nailon mentions its 

purpose as being twofold:  

 

            1 - Tutored assimilation to uplift Aborigines to the level of “our” civilisation 

 2 - Assimilation by breeding out colour. It was stated that “black brood breeds out in  

three generations”. 

         (Nailon, 2009, p. 79) 

 

The Act established strict controls over Aboriginal people’s lives, particularly women, which 

were reinforced in the 1936 Native Administration Act (Choo, 2001, p. 114), and went on to 

impact many generations of Nyikina women. Viewing the increasing number of “half-caste” 

and “coloured” children with concern, the Act made it illegal for Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people to have sexual relations, which Christine Choo argues was a deliberate attempt at 

controlling Aboriginal women’s sexuality (Choo, 2001, p. 112). First constructed in the “Noble 

Savage” paradigm as “creatures of nature”, and therefore as sexual objects to the new 

colonists, women then became a useful source of labour for the settlers as servants (Choo, 

2001, p. 41). But as Lucy Marshall recounts, even in the late 1940s, if you were “under the 

Act”, you could not live with a white man. In 1948, “her Irishman”, as she calls him, Jack 

McMahon, was taken to gaol for having a relationship with her. He did his time, and came to 

get her again when he was released, disregarding the authorities, and they went on to have 

three children while moving between Derby and the pastoral stations they worked on (Marshall 

& Hattersley, 2004, p. 48).  
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Before the Aborigines Act 1905, the Commonwealth Government had abrogated all its 

responsibilities towards the Indigenous inhabitants of the country by making Aboriginal people 

a State issue in its Commonwealth Constitution of 1900, excluding the Commonwealth from 

making laws for Aboriginal people (section 51), and from including Aboriginal people on the 

Census (section 127) (Poelina, 2009).   

At the end of the 19th century and beginning of the 20th century, policies shifted from violent 

repression to misguided protection measures (Fink, 1960). Aboriginal people had come to be 

viewed as a dying race, a fact which was seen as inevitable by Social Darwinism, and a “direct 

consequence of the law of natural selection” (Department of Aboriginal Affairs, 2003, p. 10). 

Government policies, institutional and missionary efforts were then aimed at “smoothing the 

dying pillow”, a now-infamous expression coined by Daisy Bates. Policies enforced the 

assimilation of “half-castes” into white society with the hope that the Aboriginal race would be 

bred out (Nailon, 2009, p. 79). As Jack Davis argues, “the manner of passing of the Aboriginal 

was mentioned in the Western Australian Hansard in 1897: 'Nothing can be done for these 

poor wretches, they are doomed'.” (Davis, 1980) 

An exhaustive list and analysis of Western Australian and Commonwealth legislation91 shows 

the extent to which Aboriginal people’s lives were controlled and managed by governments 

over 150 years of white settlement, and their direct impact on Nyikina people’s lives (Poelina, 

2009). 

Aboriginal people were heavily legislated - for and against  (Pierluigi, 1991, p. 3), and, as 

Hunter argues: 

(…) the colonial government responded with legalistic style devices, which were 

 policies, Legal fictions, and legislation that modified existing British law, and actions 

 employed to avoid the moral and legal consequences of invasion and Aboriginal rights. 

 These strategies or devices took the appearance of law, while in many cases being 

 illegal or stretching the reach of British law. (Hunter, 2012, p. xiii) 

 

Two conflicting notions of, on the one hand, emptying the land of Aboriginal people to open up 

the country (Jebb, 2002, p. 69; Roth, 1905, p. 28) and on the other, viewing them as a useful, 

and cheap, labour force for the pastoralists (Broome, 1886; Crawford, 1981), underpinned the 

development of the Kimberley region. Robert Watson explains this in an interview in 2007: 

  

I think it’s really important to understand history, to understand pre-colonisation and  

                                                
91 See Appendix 3 (p.351) 
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post-colonisation, to understand how the Kimberley was developed, and how that 

 relates to how different parts of Australia was developed. For instance, some of the 

 practices that white people practiced in Sydney, there were some practising it over 

 here 130 years later in the Kimberley. They were still culling people out for the purpose 

 of getting people off the country. 

Then you look at how it was thought, to stop killing people then the assimilation policies  

came in, and they were putting people either into missions, or people became fringe  

dwellers on the stations, living on the outskirts of stations because they saw them as 

 an important part of labour to build these industries. 

(Robert Watson, in Poelina et al., 2015) 

 

In the economic development paradigm imposed by the settler colonial world, Aboriginal 

people did not have much freedom of choice. Their efforts to protect their country and waters 

from the white settlers were met with sheer violence and retaliations, which prevailed for 

years, followed by forced labour on the stations, as I will examine in the next chapter. Yet, their 

agency has continued to manifest itself in various ways.  

Conclusion 

  
In this chapter, following Foucault’s concept of genealogy (Foucault et al., 2003), I have 

attempted to bring to light the political, anthropological, scientific, legislative, and development 

frameworks in which the dominant discourse originated and evolved, as well as to examine the 

relationships which exist between them.  

Over the past 200 years, history and historiography, seen, related and written through the 

colonisers’ eyes, have left little room for Aboriginal voices to be heard, hence the importance 

of oral histories as a basis for a counter-discourse. The construction of “the Other”, through 

various Western disciplines, ensured Aboriginal people were perceived in a way that justified 

the legislation formulated “for” them: a “primitive” people in desperate need of “civilising” by a 

“higher race”.  

The disciplines of anthropology and science, in particular, construed as apparatuses of the 

State (Eaton, 1979; Foucault, 1980; Wolfe, 1999), contributed to frame the representation and 

identity of Aboriginal people as “the exotic Other”, for a long time stripping them of any 

economic or political agency.  
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In Western Australia, various governments put in place an oppressive legislative and judicial 

system to attempt quell Aboriginal resistance, and to justify the appropriation of Aboriginal 

people’s traditional lands for development purposes. Patriarchal views of society, exacerbated 

by the male gaze of anthropologists, also confined Aboriginal women to the realm of the 

profane, in a reproductive and domestic role (Bell, 2002, p. 249), something Kaberry 

challenged as early as in the 1930s (Kaberry, 2004).  

Having shown how the dominant discourse emerged from complex connections between the 

different domains of historiography, anthropology, science, politics, legislation, and 

development, I will now examine the historiographical context of my study in greater detail, 

particularly how it relates to Nyikina women’s lived experiences.   

 
            
 

 

 
                                  Photograph 28 (Magali McDuffie): Majala tree at Balkinjirr 
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CHAPTER 4 

History, Historiography & the Dominant Discourse 
 

Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter I have provided the theoretical underpinnings for how the colonial 

disciplines worked together to produce a certain image of the Aboriginal “Other”, ensuring a 

legitimisation and justification of the colonial endeavour, through the continued control of 

Aboriginal people’s lives.  

In this chapter I illustrate these theoretical underpinnings through historical and 

historiographical events. As Foucault argues, Western history, or historiography - the way 

history is told or written - has long been a means to intensify power. It can “subjugate the 

general public with stories of victories”, of glory, creating a connection between power and the 

law - thereby justifying the legal system’s existence through those “victorious stories of 

conquest and might” (Foucault et al., 2003, p. 66). 

In order to gain a better understanding of the local context in which Nyikina women’s 

experiences have taken place, I further examine, in this chapter, historical and 

historiographical perspectives, by carrying out a “genealogy” of the historiographical context of 

my study (Foucault, 1980, p. 117; Foucault et al., 2003, p. 8). Nyikina people’s lived 

experiences have been deeply impacted by the events described in this chapter: they are still 

strongly imprinted in every Kimberley Aboriginal person’s consciousness. Analysing the way 

they have been written and transcribed through the Western gaze (Landry & MacLean, 1996), 

is also a means, for Nyikina people, to re-claim historical representations of themselves, and 

to reaffirm their own knowledge of events.  

The complex cycle described in Chapter 2, that of conversing on booroo, filming, researching, 

bringing back archival materials, discussing them, analysing them, and narrating them in films, 

enables Nyikina people to reclaim their own history. Through this often-therapeutic process 

(Glowczewski, 2011) people may conduct not only a dialogic history with past Elders (De 

Largy Healy, 2011), but also enter into a conversation with young generations about historical 

events which still affect them today through trans-generational trauma (Atkinson, 2002). The 

films we have produced using historical and archival materials retrieved in the course of my 

research, for instance, have gone on to being shown during cultural camps organised by 



 131 

Gulbujargu Inc. Young people often express sadness and surprise at discovering their own 

history (Watson & McDuffie, 2014).  

In this chapter, I first examine the Western epistomologies underpinning the development of 

the region, which gave rise to the early representations of Kimberley Aboriginal people as “the 

Other”, particularly Nyikina people, through explorers’ and early settlers’ diaries. I then look at 

how Nyikina people were affected by forced removals from their traditional lands through the 

pearling industry, policing on the frontier, their subsequent relocation to various religious 

missions around the Kimberley, and their forced labour on pastoral stations. Throughout this 

process, I privilege, where possible, the voices of Kimberley Aboriginal people both past, 

through archival materials, and present, through film.  

4.1 Epistemologies of Western Development in the Context of 
Colonisation 

 
The colonisation process cannot be seen as happening in a space and time-vacuum of its 

own, isolated from other world events or political theories, or even epistemological beliefs. As 

mentioned in previous chapters, it is indeed very much steeped into the economic rationale 

and the “high modernist” context of the period (Scott, 1998), which followed the later stages of 

the industrial revolution in the mid 19th century. Spurred on by 

  

a supreme self-confidence about continued linear progress, the development of 

scientific and technical knowledge, the expansion of production, the rational design of 

social order, the growing satisfaction of human needs, and, not least, an increasing 

control over nature (including human nature), commensurate with scientific 

understanding of natural laws. (Scott, 1998, pp. 89–90) 

  

Western Europe and North America’s ethnographic visions of progress came to rest in their 

unquestioned ability to reach ever-higher stages of human society. The perception was that 

“only through material advancement could social, cultural and political progress be achieved” 

(Escobar, 1995, p. 39): “Western Europeans began to imagine themselves and their societies 

as distinctive agents in a progressive history”. (Blaser, 2004, p. 27) 

One of the main drivers of colonisation was to make the mother country even greater, both in 

wealth and in power. In the Western Australian context, early “expeditions of discovery” (Grey, 

1841; Stokes, 1846; Forrest, 1880) were not only the individualistic endeavours of courage, 

hardships and exploits in foreign lands that the public loved to hear (Crowley, 1981): they were 
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also encouraged and financed by governments eager to find new territories to boost their 

economic wealth and power. Knowledge of their newly claimed territories was of paramount 

importance (Forrest, 1875): making unchartered places and people more “legible”, or 

“manipulable”, through detailed observations and maps, also meant a greater control over 

them (Scott, 1998, p. 2). 

By the later stages of the industrial revolution, the dichotomy between the human and the 

natural world was well established: by mastering nature, humans had affirmed their 

incontestable superiority over all things (Scott, 1998). The more nature was conquered and 

tamed, the less humans depended on it. Progress was closely linked to the growing separation 

of humans away from nature (Blaser, 2004, p. 27), moving from a nurturing, reciprocal 

relationship, to one of exploitation (Shiva, 1999, pp. 206–207). Parallel to this, as nature 

became “natural resources”, seen only in terms of potential commercial potential, people 

became “human resources” in order to provide the skilled labour necessary to exploit these 

resources (Shiva, 1999, pp. 211–212). Starting with the factory workers in the 18th and 19th 

century, humans had to become “fit for the machine”: homo laborans could only realize his full 

potential as human being through work, and by fulfilling the requirements of mechanical 

production (Gronemeyer, 1999, p. 57). More than an ideal, progress had become human 

destiny (Sbert, 1999, p. 197). By the end of the Victorian Era, when the Kimberley was being 

colonised, a virtuous man, as dutifully inculcated by the church and the schools, was the good 

worker who displayed all the qualities of a clock: “discipline, accuracy, order, diligence, 

neatness, stamina, and punctuality” (Gronemeyer, 1999, p. 57). Poverty, or what was 

perceived as poverty in European eyes, was interpreted as laziness, or refusal to work  

(Gronemeyer, 1999, p. 58). 

In Western terms, the commercial imperative of productivity was the key. The new territories, 

conceived of as “virgin” with the concept of Terra Nullius, were solely viewed through an 

economic lens, and for how they could be developed and rendered productive: 

(…) the colonists arrived in Australia to find a whole continent of wilderness, a 

continent of apparent failure to manage the countryside. It wasn't what they had been 

trained to see as a proper human environment, and they set about putting it in order, 

rather as one might start cleaning the rubbish out of a derelict house. And there was a 

lot of rubbish - kangaroos had to be replaced with sheep and cattle, valueless 

eucalypts had to be replaced with oaks and poplars and willows, the only large 

carnivore (the thylacine) hunted, like the wolf, to extinction, and so on. Every tree that 

remained alive was a few square yards less of grass or wheat. Rivers that ran to the 

sea were wasting their water. (Horton, 2000, p. 149) 
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All the settlers saw was “problems, darkness, and chaos” that needed to be fixed (Escobar, 

1995, p. 56). Because Indigenous people were deemed to be so close to nature, and were not 

“productive”, in European terms, their treatment was justified: like nature, they had to be 

dominated and tamed (Blaser, 2004, p. 27). If cultures were interpreted as a chronological 

succession of stages in civilisation, then in Indigenous cultures, the “savage” had to “grow up” 

and become civilised (Sachs, 1999, p. 104). Because Indigenous societies were deemed to be 

in the “infant stage” of human development, they could only be saved by superior Western 

advancements and achievements (Escobar, 1995, p. 30). The moral power of traditions 

represented a threat “to the expansion of the market, industry, and the modern state” (Sbert, 

1999, p. 197) - they therefore had to be subsumed by the dominant societies in the quest for 

progress: 

 

Since the technological revolution is itself irresistible, the arbitrary authority and 

irrational values of pre-scientific, pre-industrial cultures are doomed. Three alternatives 

confront the partisans of tribal values and beliefs. Resistance, if sufficiently effective, 

though it cannot save the tribal values, can bring on total revolution. Or ineffective 

resistance may lead to sequestration like that of the American Indians. The only 

remaining alternative is that of intelligent, voluntary acceptance of the industrial way of 

life, and the values that go with it. (Ayres, 1962, in Sbert, 1999, pp. 194–195) 

 

This Eurocentric vision of humanity, together with contemporaneous notions of “progress”, 

underpinned not only the construction of the Aboriginal “Other”, but also the way in which the 

Kimberley was perceived, written about, and “constructed” by early explorers and subsequent 

settlers (Said, 1978), as will be examined in the next part of this chapter.  

 

4.2. Early Explorations in the Kimberley 

 4.2.1 Of “Primitives” and “Noble Savages” 
 

As described in the previous chapter, textual analyses can reveal the extent of the 

construction of the “Other” (Said, 1978). The influence early writers had on the subsequent 

perceptions of Aboriginal people, and therefore on the legislation later designed “for” them, 

should not be underestimated (Collins, 2018b). In this first part I examine how early explorers 

contributed to the construction and perception of Aboriginal people in the colonial state.  
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The initial view of Aboriginal people as “untutored” (Stokes, 1846) and defenceless beings, 

recalling the image of Dryden’s noble savage (Dryden, 1672), is most often presented in the 

accounts of early explorers. Europeans would fixate on what they thought was a reflection of 

themselves in prehistory, a “remnant” of the first stage of humanity (Prichard, 1843; British 

Pathé, 1932; Crawford, 1981, p. 7) – a “primitive” race of people, who had failed to evolve and 

who were therefore in dire need of the civilising values of European culture.  

During his expedition along the north-west and north coast of Australia for the Dutch East India 

Company in 1644, Tasman described the inhabitants as “possessing rude canoes made of 

bark of trees, but no houses; to live poorly, go naked, and eat yams and other roots”.  (Batty & 

Fox, 1915, p. 4) 

Two centuries later, William Dampier, alighting in what is now known as Cygnet Bay, in the 

north-western corner of King Sound, infamously declared that “the inhabitants of this country 

are the miserablest people in the world (...) have no houses and skin garments, sheep, poultry 

and fruits of the earth, ostrich eggs, etc. (...) they differ little from brutes” (Battye & Fox, 1915, 

p. 5; Collins, 2018b).                                                                                                                  

In February 1838, John Lort Stokes landed on Malabooroo, Valentine Island, near the northern 

boundary of Nyikina country, and found 

a fire still burning, near the beach, and beside it a bundle of the bark of the papyrus 

tree, in which were carefully packed a quantity of ground nuts (...). It seemed clear, 

judging from the native value of the commodities thus rashly abandoned, that our 

arrival had rather taken by surprise these untutored children of the wilderness. (Stokes, 

1846, pp. 123–124) 

These representations continued to prevail right through the end of the 19th century, and the 

beginning of the 20th. In 1915, Sir Arthur Keith even went as far as describing Aboriginal 

people as being “more primitive than any form of fossil man yet found in Europe” (Crawford, 

1981, p. 11). Calvert’s book on his journeys through North-Western Australia in 1897 upholds 

the white supremacist views of the time: 

The feeling and demeanour of humility that so strongly characterises the dusky 

servitor, appears to be attributable to the moral force which is more or less 

unconsciously exerted by the European, who, as the heir of ages of enlightenment, of 

intellectual growth, and also of muscular development, makes him, in the estimation of 

the savage, the personification of powers, and of energy of a kind to which he feels that 

he can lay no claim. (Calvert, 1897, p. 255) 
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 4.2.2 First Contact: Violence and Resistance 
 
In contrast to Calvert’s description, early accounts demonstrate the strength of Aboriginal 

resistance when confronted with armed European invaders. Some encounters were friendly, 

with Aboriginal people inclined to observe the invaders rather than openly confront them 

(Reynolds, 1981, p. 18). However, and possibly because accounts of the white invaders had 

preceded the arrival of the first white people (Reynolds, 1981, p. 52) to the Kimberley, first 

encounters in the region were most often marred by violence. In the North Kimberley, Phillip 

Parker King’s landing in Vansittart Bay in 1819 resulted in shots being fired over the heads of 

Aboriginal people throwing stones towards the boat (Crawford, 1981). 

As mentioned in Chapter 3, Lieutenant Grey explored the North-West Kimberley from Hanover 

Bay along the Prince Regent River and on to the Glenelg River, in the years 1837-1838, for 

the British government. He vividly recounts the hostility of Aboriginal people and the numerous 

attacks and ambushes he and his men faced, particularly one of them during which, 

surrounded and wounded by spears, he killed an Aboriginal man (Grey, 1841, pp. 147–153). 

Jebb notes that he could not progress as far as he would have liked because of the hostility of 

the Ngarinyin people (Jebb, 2002, p. 27). While he expresses his peaceful intents, and his pity 

and compassion for a people he deems incapable of comprehending the existence and arrival 

of white men, he perceives his role of explorer as one of opening up the country for 

development for future generations of settlers, and promoting the spread of civilisation among 

its people (Grey, 1841, p. 155).   

Subsequent voyages would see explorers travel further inland and write increasingly detailed 

descriptions of the landscapes and the people they encountered. These incursions also 

inevitably led to hostile confrontations (Clement & Bridge, 1991, p. 67) with Aboriginal people 

trying to protect their land. This is illustrated in a story, “We Won the Victory”, recounted by 

Sam Woolagoodjah, about driving white people out of Camden Harbour (Crawford, 2001, p. 

132). 

In 1865, Maitland Brown did not exhibit as much compassion as Grey when, sent out as the 

leader of a search party for the ill-fated expedition of Panter, Harding and Goldwyer in the 

Lagrange District (Bidyadanga) of the Southern Kimberley, he described the need to “teach 

the natives a severe lesson”. Pretexting an “ambush”, and ostensibly acting in “self-defence”, 

Maitland Brown surveyed the aftermath of what people refer to now as the “Roebuck Plains 

massacre”: “in ten minutes those of the natives who were able had gained the mangroves and 

all was over; six remained upon the plain dead and dying and about twelve others stand little 

chance of recovery” (Brown, 1865).  
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 4.2.3 Peaceful Encounters, Dialogic Histories 
 
With more and more frequent incursions of white people onto their lands, particularly on the 

coast with the beginnings of a thriving pearling industry (Streeter, 1886), local Aboriginal 

people started being used as guides in exchange for tobacco and other goods. By the time 

Alexander Forrest led his expedition into the Kimberley in 1879, Beagle Bay was already 

widely used as a port by the pearling industry (Streeter, 1886). Forrest recounts Beagle Bay 

people coming into their camp, performing a corroboree for his group, and indicates being 

“followed by several natives, some of whom informed us that they intend to accompany us to 

the Fitzroy”. (Forrest, 1880, p. 10) 

The guides then led the expedition to springs and “native wells” (Forrest, 1880, p. 11). 

However, as he goes further into the interior, Forrest mentions Aboriginal people turning up 

into his camp, “most of whom have never seen a white man before” (Forrest, 1880, p. 12), and 

others fleeing at the sight of his party (Forrest, 1880, p. 13), possibly on Nyikina Country, 

which is contiguous to the Beagle Bay area.  

On the other side, observing the white men coming onto their land, Paddy Roe’s grandparents 

told the story of witnessing the arrival of Forrest and his men. Mary Durack recounts the 

following story told to Tjakamarra by Nyikina Elder Paddy Roe: 

His grandparents, he said, had seen the first white men to ride inland from the coast 

hereabouts. There were five of them and two Aborigines and they had trekked across 

from Beagle Bay along the Fitzroy River. Later they found out that the leader's name 

was Alexander Forrest and that his party had come up from south to see whether the 

Kimberley district was suitable for white settlement. (Durack, 1977, p. 22)  

Some of these early accounts can thus trigger the “dialogic history” De Largy Healy refers to 

(De Largy Healy, 2011), re-affirming present-day Aboriginal knowledge and stories of the 

arrival and settlement of white people in the Kimberley. If cautiously considered, early 

ethnocentric writings also yield information which may be useful for contemporary Aboriginal 

people. Herbert Basedow's account of his explorations in North Western Australia in 1916 is a 

case in point: peppered with the names of his Aboriginal guides and the places they stopped 

at, it enables present-day Aboriginal Elders to re-affirm their knowledge. Basedow’s mention of 

an emu carving on the trunk of a boab tree at Native Well, eighteen miles from Derby, which 

he says was placed in the Australian Museum in Sydney (Basedow, Rainbow, Etheridge, & 

Musgrave, 1918, p. 125), can be of significance to Nyikina people today as they try to 

establish keeping places and locate cultural material spread all over the continent and 

sometimes overseas.  
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Travelling through the pastoral station of Kimberley Downs, Balmaningarra, on Nyikina 

country, Basedow offers descriptions of the women working in the sheds as “fleece pickers” 

(Basedow et al., 1918, p. 125), a list of Nyikina language words he collected, as well as 

information about customs, rituals, and ceremonies he attended, hinting at a rich, organised 

and resilient cultural life (Basedow et al., 1918, p. 125). Guided by Aboriginal men such as 

Bandignan, and Urukmallu, presumably Nyikina, Basedow made his way east to Meda Station, 

commenting on the self-reliance of the Aboriginal women working there, who did not hesitate 

to come up to his camp to “exchange their throwing sticks and boomerangs (kailis) for pocket 

knives and tobacco”. (Basedow et al., 1918, p. 148)  

More recent narratives have celebrated the European spirit of exploration, conquest, and 

pioneering, in a hostile environment having to be dominated by force (Owen, 2016, p. 30). 

Mary Durack’s popular family history, Kings in Grass Castles (Durack, 1959) and Sons in the 

Saddle (Durack, 1983), or Ion Idriess’s celebrated books, such as Over the Range (Idriess, 

1937) and The Nor’Westers (Idriess, 1954), celebrated the pioneering spirit of the Kimberley, 

and presented white settlers’ perspectives only, glorifying their achievements (Owen, 2016, p. 

30).  

4.3. Pearling 

 4.3.1 The Pearling Industry in Broome 
 
While the first pastoralists were starting to take over Nyikina country, another industry had 

been having profound impacts on communities along the Fitzroy River for a while (Neville, 

1936). Pearling on the North West coast had started as early as 1868. Cossack and 

Roebourne were established as the first pearling centres (Streeter, 1886, p. 146), followed by 

Broome some time later. Broome quickly became the hub of the very lucrative industry: by 

1910, the town had become the world's largest pearling centre, with 400 luggers and more 

than 3,500 people involved in the industry (Western Australia Department of Fisheries and 

Wildlife, 1981). Pearling masters dominated Broome’s social life in their sprawling houses, 

while Aboriginal people lived in camps in the sand hills or in the mangroves (Reynolds, 2005). 

Aboriginal women engaged in relationships with the Asian indentured workers (Reynolds, 

2005), causing further concern to the authorities about the children borne out of those liaisons 

and prompting new legislation to try and control such behaviours (Choo, 2001). Even long-

term relationships were deemed inappropriate and highly undesirable (Reynolds, 2005). 

The Pearl Shell Fishery Regulation Act 1873 was the first piece of legislation pertaining to the 

treatment of Aboriginal people in Western Australia. It was supposed to compel the owners of 
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pearling luggers to enter in a written, binding contract with Aboriginal people in an effort to 

prevent forced labour, and prohibited Aboriginal women to work on pearling boats – with little 

success. As early as 1872, 350 Aboriginal men, women and children were indentured in the 

pearling industry. This number reached an estimated 600 to 700 in 1886, and subsequently 

declined after the employment of indentured Malay workers (Reynolds, 2005, p. 132), and the 

use of the hard hat diving suit (Edwards, 1983). In the Roth Enquiry of 1904-1905, Graham 

Blick, District Medical Officer and Acting Magistrate of Broome, reports having 15 children 

under indenture in his district (Roth, 1905, p. 64), and states they are never visited by a 

Justice (Roth, 1905, p. 64).  Streeter also mentions the usefulness of children in finding the 

small pearls in the shells which may have escaped the adult men (Streeter, 1886, pp. 153–

154).  

 4.3.2 Blackbirding and Its Effects on Nyikina People 
 
Pearling affected Aboriginal communities (Neville, 1936), not only on the coast, but also 

inland, as kidnapping expeditions went further and further inland in the search of a cheap 

labour force - pearlers preferring the free labour they could get from Aboriginal people (Elkin, 

1979a, p. 293; Hunt, 1986), rather than employing and paying Asian migrants. The industry 

made countless victims as Aboriginal people were rounded up from the coast, inland and 

further into the desert, to be forcibly taken onto pearling luggers to dive “bare pelt” for pearls 

(Streeter, 1886; Neville, 1936; Durack, 1969; Hunt, 1986; Gribble, 1987).  

A police report by Constable Lemon in 1883 names the men responsible for procuring 

Aboriginal men for diving: 

Fraser Creek, September 2nd: Met an old native here, who states that he has seen 

Bryan, Wilson, Hunter and two other white men, with a great many natives chained up 

a short time ago, and that the natives were taken to the pearling vessels at Beagle Bay, 

and from thence to the Lacepede Islands, where the natives still are, and the vessels 

that had taken them had returned to Beagle Bay. (Lemon, 11.09.1883, in Broome, 

1886, p. 23) 

Harry Hunter was Lucy Marshall’s grandfather. He is mentioned at length in the police reports 

of the time, for his part in the kidnappings of Aboriginal people (Collins, 2018a). He later went 

on to have many children with numerous Aboriginal women, setting up a boat building 

business at a popular Aboriginal camping place, Bulgin, on the Dampier peninsula. There, he 

taught his business to his children and cared for his extended family and kin networks, offering 

an alternative to the confines of Beagle Bay Mission (Durack, 1969, p. 131). Today people 
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remember him with mixed feelings, as a hard worker, but also a “blackbirder” and murderer 

(Collins, 2018a).  

The police reported such kidnapping events in their records. According to Hunt, “in 1886, 

Sergeant Troy reported that John McLarty of the Kimberley Pastoral Company rounded up 

Aborigines 70 and 80 miles up the Fitzroy River, and kept them at his station until they were 

collected by pearling luggers”. (Hunt, 1986, p. 25) 

Both the pearling and the pastoralist industry made use of professional “blackbirders” in the 

1870s (Neville, 1936, p. 41), and well into the 1880s. In fact, Aboriginal people were often 

indentured to a pastoralist in the dry season, and on the pearl luggers in the wet season: “the 

'Pearlers' or 'Nor-Westers' as they are usually styled, generally combine sheep farming with 

pearling, thus employing the divers on the station during the cold season”. (Streeter, 1886, p. 

147)  

Nyikina people’s lives were profoundly affected by the pearling industry. As Su-Jane Hunt 

recounts: 

The boats met the land party at an appointed spot on the Fitzroy River (where much of 

the blackbirding took place) and loaded the chained Aborigines onto the vessels. The 

natives were then signed on as indentured labourers by a JP who was most often a 

fellow pearler or a sympathetic pastoralist. (Hunt, 1986, p. 24) 

It seemed that the police were unable to do much about this situation, having only a small 

contingent of men for such a huge tract of land, and little legislative powers to stop 

questionable practices. In the meantime, pastoralists were taking over Nyikina land, and the 

role of the police turned to protecting their interests (Phillips, 1888). 

4.4 Police & Early Settlers 
 
Alexander Forrest's report and enthusiastic depictions of the vast floodplains of the Fitzroy 

River, of a rich, bountiful country (Forrest, 1880), attracted attention. Pastoralists in the South 

of the State and in other parts of Australia soon heard about the glowing report and set out to 

claim their stakes in the remote region. This process was rather swift: “by the end of 1881 

some five and half million acres had been leased, and from the reports of the Surveyor-

General we learn that these figures were almost trebled before the end of June, 1882”. (Battye 

& Fox, 1915, p. 32) 

Hamlet Cornish, having formed the Murray Squatting Company, set out for the Kimberley in 

1880, and was granted a selection of 100,000 acres free of rent for fourteen years on the 
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Yedah (now Yeeda) (Cornish, 2011, p. 12). As one of the first early pastoralist pioneers in this 

part of the country, he describes how his party had to contend with harsh conditions and the 

threatening attitude of local Aboriginal people on the Fitzroy River. In his diary, Cornish shows 

a certain amount of mistrust towards the locals, and explains how he thwarted several of their 

attacks, while at the same time using two Nyikina guides to explore the country.  However, the 

death of his brother, Anthony Cornish, killed by an Aboriginal man, Guirella, at Luluigui Station, 

sheds some light on the tensions and violence arising during the very first years of European 

invasion. Cornish launched a revenge expedition to track Guirella, which was to last several 

days. During that time, Hamlet Cornish and his men chained up all the Aboriginal people they 

found until they got the alleged culprit: “the natives still keep coming in, we are well prepared 

for them and we have now forty on the chains and tell them we will let them free when we 

catch Guirella”. (Cornish, 2011, p. 18) 

Eventually captured, Guirella was sent to Perth, sentenced and hanged, while the other 

prisoners were found guilty and sent to Rottnest Island. 

As had happened previously in many parts of Australia, with the ever-increasing white arrivals 

and their land grab for pastoral leases, conflicts erupted. Developing “unproductive” land was 

paramount in the settlers’ psyche. Fences were put up where Aboriginal families once had free 

access, waterholes were claimed by pastoralists for their beasts, and native game was shot 

because it competed with the new arrivals for food. To compound these measures, the Dog 

Act 1883, by limiting dog ownership, had greatly reduced the ability of Aboriginal people to 

hunt on their land as they had been accustomed to, the impacts of which were condemned by 

Roth in his 1905 report (Roth, 1905, p. 27).  

An article from 1905 in the West Australian reveals the extreme extent of the measures taken 

by pastoralists to eradicate kangaroos, which were viewed as a pest competing with their 

cattle and sheep for food and water: 

There are from 40 to 60 others shooting with more or less success in the Fitzroy district 

alone, and what with this army of killers and the big floods experienced some little time 

ago, Mr. Skipworth estimates that 330,000 kangaroos have been killed in the district 

during the past two years. (“King of the Kangaroo Killers: The Terms of a Novel 

Challenge,” 1905) 

 

Kangaroo and wallaby eradication continued well into the late 1950s with the introduction of 

the 1080 poison (Gooding & Long, January-February 1958). With the reduced availability of 

native game, cattle and sheep spearing by the locals increased. However, there was another 

dimension to the killings. It was not only that Kimberley Aboriginal people were hungry: they 
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were resisting, fighting back the settlers by directly attacking “the economic basis of the 

settlers’ existence – his cattle” (Robinson & York, 1977, p. 87), deliberately. They did so in 

creative ways, having learned to incorporate new techniques, and new ways of living into 

traditional social and economic patterns (Reynolds, 1981, p. 130; 134–135). Kimberley 

settlers, feeling their property, livelihoods, and very lives were under threat from Aboriginal 

people, clamoured for more patrols and police forces to be sent to their isolated districts. 

Letters from the Commissioner of Police regarding the need for increased police protection of 

the settlers in the Kimberley district reveal that the distribution of the police force in the 

Kimberley increased from 37 to 48 from October 1888 to December 1888 (Phillips, 1888).  

Increasingly repressive measures, such as the legalisation of flogging for Aboriginal offenders 

in 1882 (Moran, 2009, p. 34), are a testimony of the sustained resistance of Kimberley 

Aboriginal people (Robinson & York, 1977, p. 85).  

We received an allowance of 10/- for every native flogged to engage a man to 

administer the punishment, and, according to the letter of the law, a justice of the 

peace must be present at the flogging. We used an improvised cat of plaited 

greenhide. It was soft and did not cut, and was painful but humane.                     

(Pilmer, 1998, p. 152) 

Pilmer saw his role as one of teaching Aboriginal people the rights of property, and the role of 

the police as civilising, while admitting himself to having shot “desperate characters” (Owen, 

2016, p. 29). Aboriginal accounts of Pilmer offer a view of the constable as “a man who so 

violently terrorised Aboriginals that he is named today by their descendants as a mass 

murderer”. (Pedersen & Woorunmurra, 2000, p. 96)  

Aboriginal people were rounded up from the bush, put in neck chains and brought into 

settlements like Derby to serve time for stealing cattle or sheep (Maudie Lennard, in 

Hattersley, 2001, p. 23). They would usually get up to twelve months’ imprisonment and hard 

labour for the killing of a sheep or a cow (Moran, 2009, p. 170). Hard labour gave the new 

colonisers the workforce they needed to build infrastructure, clear land, and support the 

pastoral industry. A description of Derby by Father McNab shows that by 1884 the town 

“consisted of a number of businessmen, a small contingent of police, and sentenced 

Aboriginal prisoners, who were chained together to perform the tasks required of them”. 

(Moran, 2009, p. 54) 

Conflicts between Kimberley Aboriginal people and white settlers persisted unabated all over 

the region, as Aboriginal people became adept in using guerrilla tactics (Robinson & York, 

1977, p. 84). Police accounts themselves reveal numerous individual and group actions in the 

West Kimberley to try and fight off the invaders (Pilmer, 1998, p. 57).           
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The violence culminated in “Jandamarra’s War” (Pedersen & Woorunmurra, 2000) in the mid-

1890s. These events occurred at a time when relationships between Aboriginal people and 

white settlers had completely broken down over the kidnappings of Aboriginal women by white 

men, and the increasing oppression of Aboriginal people (Owen, 2016, p. 278). Jandamarra, 

Constable Richardson’s killer, supported by Aboriginal people all over the region (Robinson & 

York, 1977, p. 86), eluded police pursuits for three years in the King Leopold Ranges and 

Windjana Gorge, on the edge of Nyikina country, and was ultimately shot by an Aboriginal 

police tracker. Jandamarra continues to be remembered as a resistance hero by many 

Kimberley Aboriginal people. 

These brutal police actions, well remembered in contemporary Nyikina oral stories, were 

praised by the settlers (Pilmer, 1998, p. 105), but were controversial in non-Indigenous social 

and political circles even at the time of their occurrence. Numerous articles appeared in 

newspapers of the time, concerned with the reports of violence and massacres in the 

Kimberley. 

Some members of the police force themselves condemned these practices. An ex-policeman's 

letter to the Morning Herald, with some information reprinted in the Kalgoorlie Western Argus 

in 1901, states that the writer 

has seen many cases of great cruelty by the whites; also that traps have been set for 

natives in order to convict them of stealing meat. Those working on the stations are ill-

fed and miserably clad, while others have been driven into the ranges, where there is 

no food. According to the writer, great perils attend the indenture system, and natives 

are frequently flogged on any pretext whatever. (“Treatment of Kimberley Natives”, 

1901) 

The anonymous journalist reprinting the information then goes as far as calling for a Royal 

Commission in the treatment of Kimberley Aboriginal people - a demand that would eventually 

be fulfilled in 1905 with the Roth enquiry92. 

A letter was sent to the Kalgoorlie Miner, reporting on the killings of Fitzroy River Aboriginal 

people in 1896. A police expedition was mounted to find a group of Aboriginal men who had 

allegedly speared a boundary rider. The account that follows is indicative of the tragic events 

that unfolded in the Fitzroy River region through that period: 

The natives are reported to have attempted to surround the police party in the river 

bed, 'whereupon the officers of the law shot three of the natives, the rest escaping into 

the cane. Not content with having done this, the members of the expedition followed 
                                                
92 Please see Appendix 2 (p. 347) for an in-depth analysis of the non-Indigenous voices rising in support 
of Aboriginal people at the time.  
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the blacks to 'an almost inaccessible stronghold in the St George's Range,' which they 

scoured at night, and at dawn on the 14th surprised the camp.’ 

'The natives,' it is added, 'attempted resistance, but the police dispersed them after 

killing six and wounding two.' The telegram also states that all those captured were 

wanted for cattle stealing, besides being members of Albert's gang, which 'was 

organised for the stated purpose of clearing out the whites, while one was an escapee 

from gaol.' (“Opinion - Killings of Aboriginal People in the Kimberley region”, 1896) 

This massacre is still talked about today by descendants of those who were killed on that day 

in the St George Ranges, Kalijida (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004), albeit in subdued tones. In 

the following conversation recorded on film in 2014, Rosie Mulligan, a Senior Nyikina Elder 

from Noonkanbah, and her daughter Grace, relate to Anne Poelina what happened to their 

people at that time:  

Rosie: Walangkooroo… They been shooting them right to Noonkanbah River. Kardiya 

been shooting them long time. 

Grace: Policeman too, or manager? 

Rosie: Policeman shoot them. 

Anne: Killed them all? 

Grace: policeman shoot them. 

Rosie: Walangkooroo they call him (…) 

Grace: George Range, that’s the Kandarra. Other side of the river, that’s 

 Walangkooroo. 

Rosie: George Range, it’s for my… ol’ grandfather. George Range, Kandarra land. 

Grace: massacre right through… police… 

Rosie: yeah… 

Grace: through that country… Biggest massacre. 

Rosie: Right through to Noonkanbah they been shooting them. My family now. That old 

man. 

Rosie and Grace Mulligan, in (Poelina et al., 2014) 

 

Police reports, newspaper articles and press clippings of the time reveal that self-defence was 

the most invoked justification for the killings of Aboriginal people in the Kimberley (“Native Shot 

Dead: Contractor’s Self-Defence”, 2014). 

Gill argues that many Aboriginal deaths were justified by claims of self-defence by police 

constables, claims which he suggests may have been easily made by adjusting the facts or 

add a few more with hindsight (Gill, 1977, pp. 3–4). 
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Drewry, a Kimberley sub-inspector, recommended his officers follow a punitive approach:  

A constable in the execution of his duty can fire upon a person who assaults or resists 

him, that he may repel by force and if the person is unavoidably killed in a struggle, the 

constable is justified (...) The larceny of insulators and telegraph wire constitutes a 

felony… the natives along the telegraph line are to be dispersed and their camps 

broken up. (Drewry, in Owen, 2016, p. 299) 

As with any other archival or police records of this period, one has to be diligent and mindful 

that most are very incomplete, and tell different stories to the ones remembered or retold by 

Aboriginal people themselves. Jebb goes as far as suggesting that in one instance at least, 

pages may have been removed from police reports, deliberately destroyed to avoid scrutiny on 

the sections recording the killings of Aboriginal people (Jebb, 2002, p. 61). The author Kevin 

Moran, himself a former police officer, sometimes paradoxically admits that versions of events 

often conflict, whilst being apologetic of the police's actions (Owen, 2016, p. 61).  

Large numbers of prisoners from the Kimberley were deported to Rottnest Island, which 

became an island prison in 1841 (Act to Constitute the Island of Rottnest a Legal Prison, 

1841). Neville Green (Green, 2011, p. 78) examines the causal link between the increasing 

Aboriginal carceral population on Rottnest Island at the end of the 19th century, and the 

expansion of the pastoralist industry in the North West. He looks at the role of the police in the 

Kimberley, drawing on the evidence presented in the Roth report (Roth, 1905).  

The Roth report explicitly condemned the treatment of prisoners and the chaining of people by 

the neck (Duff, 1889, p. 10; Roth, 1905, p. 55), including women. Quoting witness statements, 

Roth also denounced the widespread practice by the police of pocketing money meant for 

prisoners’ rations (Green, 2011; Roth, 1905, p. 83; 108). The practice of bringing in more 

prisoners to pocket more ration money (Green, 2011, p. 5; Owen, 2016, p. 407) becomes even 

more reprehensible with young women deliberately brought in as “witnesses” to be used for 

sexual gratification by the frontier settlers. The “Frontier” was indeed a space where European 

men “deliberately cheated, raped and abducted black women” (Reynolds, 1981, p. 58), thus 

feeding the violence: 

Apparently unknown to the Commissioner of Police, chains are used for female natives 

not only at night, but sometimes during the day; these women are the unwilling 

witnesses arrested illegally for the Crown (…). For instance, one of the two constables 

examined, one takes no precautions at night to prevent the assisting stockmen and 

trackers having sexual connection with the chained-up female witnesses and yet 

supposes such intercourse to go on (…). It is noteworthy that these same two 
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constables, together with two others, are charged by natives with intimacy with the 

women: the females brought in as witnesses are usually young ones. (Roth, 1905, p. 

14)  

Photograph 29: Aboriginal prisoners in chains in a railway wagon, Derby, 1897 (Martin, 1897) 

There is perhaps nothing more powerful than Mick Michael Wiljaniny telling his story on film in 

2008. He was brought into Derby from the bush by the police around the age of thirteen 

(roughly in the mid-1930s), and made to work for them to avoid a sentence. In this interview, 

recorded at the old Derby gaol, Micky, a Walmajarri man initiated into Nyikina Law, remembers 

the old men in chains (Owen, 2016, p. 163), and recounts his ordeal at the hands of the police 

- “in living memory”: 

People been little bit weak, from chain, from hittin’… 

Kardiya been hit ‘im, tracker been hit ‘im… with, I don’t know, that whip… That stick. 

I been still workin’ strong, from all that whip. Kardiya been hit me all the time, with the 

stick, or the chain… Or with that rope, that prickly one rope. 

Hit me, blood come aways, I never go hospital, and still workin’. 

I am in the gaol house, in ol’ man place here… Lookin’ at all of them, old people from 

long way, all the police boys, they been working here, cart them people from long way 

station, bring them up here for court, and I been still here… I been lookin’ at all the 

people from station, bushman people too, with the chain… And all that tree, that two 
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white tree, tied up with the people, tied up with ol’ people, and tied up… Lookin’ down. 

(Mick Michael Wiljaniny, in Poelina et al., 2015) 

Aboriginal people were often forced to plead guilty to the charges in court, whilst being denied 

any representation or opportunity to challenge the allegations (Green, 2011, p. 80), often “at 

the muzzle of the rifle if need be” (Roth, 1905, p. 15). Kimberley prisoners were sent to 

Rottnest Island for stock killing, settler assault or absconding (Green, 2011, p. 79). The police 

were of great assistance to the settlers in bringing runaway workers back to the stations “they 

belonged to” (Roth, 1905, p. 8). 

Green’s detailed map depicts the extent of the population displacement that occurred in the 

Kimberley at the end of the 19th century, with Aboriginal people being brought into Broome 

from the North-, West-, and South-Kimberley (Green, 2011, p. 78). 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 12 – “Patterns of movement of Aboriginal 
people in custody from their point of arrest to trial 
venue to Rottnest.” (Green, 2011, p. 78).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Jebb suggests these violent police expeditions (Jebb, 2002) formed part of a systematic 

campaign to remove Aboriginal men who were likely to have resisted the colonising enterprise. 

Indeed, she notes that 
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Police arrested and removed only men who could sustain the long walk to Derby and 

who were likely to offer resistance to the colonizing enterprise. It severely reduced the 

number of men in bush communities, destabilizing the economy and increasing the 

women’s vulnerability and dependence on white men. (Jebb, 2002, pp. 42–43) 

The official stance became a difficult balancing act. On the one hand, it was painfully obvious 

that Aboriginal people should be protected. On the other, the government had to show 

“firmness” – authorities were always concerned about the North West, and feared an 

Aboriginal rebellion of greater proportions would thwart the colonising process. In 1906, Isdell, 

the Chief Protector of Aborigines, stated: 

We are dealing with a question which requires a very firm hand: the natives in these 

northern districts far out-number the whites, and being for the most part wild, 

unreasoning creatures, it would lead to a great disaster should they once get the idea 

that they can overpower their employers… My work is mainly for the benefit and 

protection of these natives and not for any harsh repression, yet I consider that 

firmness exercised in a manner which they only understand will in the end be more to 

their benefit than a weak toleration of the lawlessness. (Isdell, 1906, in Jebb, 2002, p. 

25) 

Missionaries offered the government a way out of this predicament: by putting Aboriginal 

people under the “protection” of missions, the government ensured that they were under very 

strict control and did not represent a threat to the settlers. 

4.5 Missionaries 
 
The missionaries’ interest in the Kimberley was first sparked by the reports on the treatment of 

Aboriginal people. Churchmen first conceived of their religious mission as one of protection of 

a people under threat (Gribble, 1987). The history of missions in the Kimberley has been 

examined at length by various authors (Byrne, 1989; Choo, 2001; Durack, 1969; Nailon, 2009; 

Zucker, 2005), and has even been the subject of documentary films  (McMahon & Batty, 2003; 

Jowsey & Torres, 2000). My purpose in this chapter is not to recount this history per se, which 

has been done in great detail, but just to give some context to how church missions impacted 

on the lives of Aboriginal people in the Kimberley, particularly Nyikina people. 
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 4.5.1 Bishop Gibney and Beagle Bay Mission 
 
The arrival of the pastoralists in the 1870s and 1880s coincided with an ever-increasing 

interest from missionaries for Kimberley Aboriginal people, particularly as reports of violence 

surfaced. It was also linked to the excesses of the pearling industry which had been reported 

widely, and the notion that relationships between Aboriginal women and Asian men, viewed as 

highly inappropriate, had to be stopped (Choo, 2001; Reynolds, 2005). In this there was, 

again, an assumption that Aboriginal women were either mere victims of the men, or had loose 

morals, but as Choo argues, they often chose the men they wanted to be with (Choo, 2001, p. 

110).  

Bishop Gibney was one of the most vocal, determined, and constant critics of policies affecting 

Aboriginal people in the Kimberley (Durack, 1969, p. 16). His convictions led to heated 

exchanges between himself and the settlers, via letters in the press, and set Gibney against a 

powerful section of society – politicians with pastoral interests (Durack, 1969, p. 60).  

By then the interest of the Western Australian government had moved from a pacification 

mission to one of relieving the distress of destitute Aboriginal people (Hasluck, 1942, p. 102), 

and protecting them from ill-treatment. The “civilising” ideals of Hutt and others long forgotten, 

missionaries were encouraged to fulfil this role, which also happened to be suited to 

missionary intents. Bishop Gibney was eager to set up a mission in the Kimberley, and lobbied 

the government, the Aborigines Protection Board and the wider public tirelessly to try to rally 

them to his cause. Obtaining the Beagle Bay lease was not an easy task. The Aborigines 

Protection Board believed a mission in the area would take Aboriginal people away from their 

“employment” on the pastoral stations (Choo, 2001, p. 56). 

His efforts were eventually rewarded when French Trappist missionaries from the Cistercian 

Order of the Strict Observance arrived in 1890 to set up the Beagle Bay Mission (Owen, 2016, 

p. 121). Although the Trappists did try to evangelise the local Nyul-Nyul people, they did not do 

it in a forceful way. While Aboriginal people would attend mass and teachings about 

Christianity regularly, they also continued to practice their own ceremonies and corroborees 

outside the mission. Being a monastic order, the priests felt out of place in the Kimberley 

environment. They found their obligations to Christianise, educate, and feed people, while 

running a practically self-sufficient mission under constant financial stress, too strenuous. 

When rifts appeared in their order, they left in 1900. A 10-year trail of letters to France by 

Father Alphonse Tachon reveals his keen interest in learning about Nyul-Nyul ways of life, 

customs, and beliefs (Choo, 2001, p. 54). 
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 4.5.2 Missions: Removals of Children 
 
Other missions were established throughout the Kimberley region in Lombadina, Broome, 

Sunday Island, and Forrest River (Owen, 2016, p. 121). The German Pallotine fathers 

replaced the Trappists at the Beagle Bay mission in 1901, bringing a much more “hands-on” 

approach to evangelisation, and encouraging people to work and learn gardening, carpentry, 

labouring and building skills. Very early on, Father Walter recognised the importance of 

allowing some freedom to Aboriginal children to learn their own culture, and attend 

ceremonies, but also made the argument for the removal of children from Aboriginal families, 

particularly “half-caste” children, on the understanding that they could be more easily “civilised” 

(Choo, 2001, p. 59).  

This argument resonated with Western Australian legislators, and later prompted Chief 

Protector Prinsep to instruct the police force and Travelling Inspectors to collect mixed race 

children throughout the Kimberley, and send them to Beagle Bay Mission (Choo, 2001, p. 59). 

Expeditions such as the 1910 one by Travelling Inspector Isdell (Isdell, 1910), were thus 

regularly mounted to collect Aboriginal children throughout the Kimberley. Nyikina children 

were also taken to Perth, to the government-run Moore River Settlement, to the Forrest River 

Mission, or to Moola Bulla, a cattle station run by the government (I. Watson, 2011, pp. 133–

134).  

By the beginning of the 20th century, although they were seen as taking away valuable labour 

from pastoral stations (Jebb, 2002, p. 159), missions were also considered by the government 

to be a convenient place to “educate and civilise” Aboriginal people, particularly “half-castes”. 

They worked along with the missionaries to develop the mission, while at the same time being 

trained to work as labourers or domestic servants for white households in the towns of Broome 

and Derby. Formal education was out of the question (Reynolds, 1972, p. 67). By the 1930s, 

quite a few religious missions had been established all over the Kimberley, such as Beagle 

Bay, Drysdale River, Forrest River, Kunumya, La Grange, and Balgo Hills (Elkin, 1979a, pp. 

296–297).   

Choo suggests that some Aboriginal people remember growing up on missions with some 

fondness (Choo, 2001; Hattersley, 2001, p. 36). Many argue that they were given an 

education, and learned a trade, which enabled them to have more opportunities. However, the 

missions were active participants in the institutionalisation of Aboriginal people in Western 

Australia: they redefined the role of Aboriginal women through their patriarchal views of family 

(Choo, 2001, p. 131), and the marriage practices they imposed on the women (Choo, 2001). 

The controlling influence of the missionaries, from childhood onwards, infantilised Aboriginal 
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people whose culture, law, and social structures were taken away from them in an 

assimilationist process (Choo, 2001, pp. 87–88). Leading increasingly regulated lives, 

Aboriginal people sought to resist these conditions, and under intense pressure, still managed 

to pass on their language, ceremonies, culture and law to younger generations. Aboriginal 

women in particular, like Lucy, resisted the legislation by entering in relationships with White or 

Asian men by choice (Choo, 2001, p. 120). Indeed, the only way women could escape their 

situation of oppression was by marrying a non-Aboriginal man and seeking exemption from the 

Act, or later by gaining Citizenship under the Native Citizenship Rights Act 1944. In order to 

deserve this “privilege”, and to receive Maternity Allowance and Child Endowment payments 

(Choo, 2001, p. 285), women had to show they had relinquished their relationships with their 

Aboriginal families and that they were fully integrated members of the white society (Choo, 

2001, p. 120; Wickes, 2005, p. 22). 

In the 1930s, some Aboriginal families would choose to send their children to Beagle Bay 

Mission to get a chance at a better future. Anne Poelina’s mother, Dorothy Hunter (née 

Watson) was schooled at the Mission. Her father, William Watson, himself the half-brother of 

Canny Rose, a pastoralist on Mount Anderson Station, wanted his children to be schooled, but 

the Derby school only accepted white children (I. Watson, 2011, p. 133). William Watson was 

able to pay for his children’s education at Beagle Bay. However, in the words of Dorothy 

Hunter, mission life was not at all what it was purported to be: 

The missionaries at the school did not practice what they preached. There were many 

children there who the government agents had kidnapped from their parents, the 

Catholics worked hand in glove with the government, the Catholics were grabbing the 

land, and they used Aboriginal labour to build their churches. At school we were 

compelled into religious practices, that’s where we learned about Jesus, we were made 

to sleep on the floor, we had one blanket each, which was provided by the government. 

If you wet at night they would place a placard on your back saying you were bad and 

you were a bed wet girl and made to stand in the church for all to see … On cold 

mornings they would pump icy cold water from underground and shower it over us. We 

were not very well fed, I think they used to feed us donkey meat … At Christmas time 

my parents sent us a parcel, we watched the nuns open it up and give it [the presents] 

to others. My father paid for us to be there.                                                            

(Dorothy Hunter, in McCord et al., 1993, p. 209) 

Using his networks wisely, particularly his close relationship with the pastoralist, William 

Watson was able to get his half-brother to personally lobby the Chief Protector of Aborigines 

on his behalf. Canny Rose argued, successfully, that William’s work on the station was much 
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too important for him to go all the way to Beagle Bay to visit his children (I. Watson, 2011, p. 

133). 

Eventually, William Watson’s children, including Dorothy and Ivan, were allowed to attend the 

Derby school, and were amongst the first Aboriginal children to be schooled there (Poelina, 

2009, p. 66). This experience was quite unique, as most other Aboriginal families would never 

have had this opportunity (Poelina, 2009, p. 67) – only three Aboriginal families were allowed 

to school their children in Derby (I. Watson, 2011, p. 133). William Watson obtained an 

exemption from the Act in 1930, but this was not transferred to his children (Poelina, 2009, p. 

69). 

 4.5.3 Leprosy: The Bungarun Leprosarium, Derby 
 
Although the policies of removals of Aboriginal children affected people throughout the 

Kimberley, another example of the government’s segregation and dispersal policies impacting 

on Nyikina people was their response to the outbreak of leprosy in the Kimberley from the 

1920s onwards, which separated senior men and women from younger generations working 

on the stations (Jebb, 2002, p. 149). 

Throughout the colonisation process, Aboriginal people had already been decimated by 

numerous diseases introduced by white settlers, such as smallpox, measles, tuberculosis, 

influenza, or syphilis (Moran, 2009, p. 77). But another disease appeared at the beginning of 

the 20th century which ravaged Aboriginal communities in the West Kimberley, particularly 

Nyikina and Ngarinyin people: Hansen’s disease, or leprosy (Davidson, 1978). The first cases 

to be officially diagnosed were on the King Sound in 1908. From 1921 onwards the frequency 

of the cases increased, particularly around the Derby area (Davidson, 1978, p. 10). In fact, 

Davidson argues that the extended kin networks of Nyikina people both with the Dampier 

Peninsula people, and the Fitzroy River communities further east, was a factor in the spread of 

the disease throughout the Kimberley (Davidson, 1978, p. 10).  

Faced with this epidemic, and under increased pressure from the white townspeople who 

feared contagion, the initial response of the government was to keep people away from 

settlements without medical care, or isolate them in overcrowded compounds, and send them 

to Darwin (Briscoe, 2003, p. 184). This had the effect of not only tearing apart families, but 

also of spreading the disease further afield: Aboriginal people soon learned that if caught with 

the disease, they would be sent away. Many were brought into Derby but escaped, others 

went in hiding in the bush at the first signs of the disease (Davidson, 1978, p. 78). Punitive 

expeditions were mounted by the police bring them back to Derby (Jebb, 2002, p. 149), then 
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on to Darwin. When found, they would be chained by the neck and made to travel on foot for 

long distances until they could get any medical care (Briscoe, 2003, p. 185).  

The Sisters of St John of God, who had arrived at the Beagle Bay Mission from Ireland in 1906 

to take care of the girls and the “orphanage”, were very much aware of the situation, and 

lobbied to have a leprosarium set up in Derby from the end of the 1920s onwards. They 

argued that people should not be taken away, which further compounded the problem, and 

that they would take care of the patients themselves (McMahon & Batty, 2003). The Bungarun 

Leprosarium opened its doors in Derby in 1935. By 1939, it housed 120 people, and was to 

reach a maximum of 350 people (Davidson, 1978, p. 64). Ceremonial life and kinship 

obligations were maintained both inside and outside the Leprosarium, highlighting the 

resilience of patients and their families (Jebb, 2002, pp. 148–149). For a long time treatments 

were based on trial and error, and persistence, until the discovery of the drug Dapsone in 1947 

(World Health Organization, 1998). By 1986, the disease was completely under control, and 

the Leprosarium closed its doors on a chapter of history that still resonates closely with many 

Kimberley Aboriginal people. 

Nearly all Aboriginal families in the Kimberley were affected by leprosy (Choo, 2001, p. 64; 

Nailon, 2009, p. 44; Zucker, 2005, p. 79), losing family members and relatives through removal 

policies, isolation, and death. In fact, as Choo argues, leprosy, or Hansen’s disease, became 

another mechanism of control through government health policies (Choo, 2001, p. 63), and 

further restricted the movements of Aboriginal people. The Native Administration Act 

Amendment Act 1941 prohibited all Aboriginal people from travelling south of the 20th Parallel, 

except under special circumstances. The Leper Line, as it became known, effectively 

prevented Aboriginal people from seeking work further South, and from engaging in family and 

cultural activities with their extended kinship networks south of the line (Scrimgeour, 2012). 

In the 1950s, as some progress was being made with the treatment of Aboriginal people on 

stations, the government also started to give more assistance to missions in the Kimberley, 

while divesting themselves from government institutions such as Moola Bulla. From the 1960s 

onwards there was some encouragement from church authorities at large to acknowledge and 

recognise Aboriginal culture and incorporate it into religious teachings (Zucker, 2005, p. 107). 

In fact, Father Ernest Worms, himself an anthropologist, Father Nekes, and later on, Father 

Peile and Father McKelson, would be instrumental in gathering anthropological material and 

recording Aboriginal stories and language in the Kimberley communities they worked with 

(Zucker, 2005).  
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Today the Sisters of St John of God’s Museum in Broome houses important collections of 

photographs and archival material which have been placed at the disposal of Aboriginal 

researchers wanting to trace their family heritage. The 1990s saw apologies from various 

religious groups to Aboriginal people, most notably in Broome and Derby that of the Sisters of 

St John of God: “the Sisters of St John of God recognised that 'although they had not been 

involved in the removal of children from families, they had been involved in the damaging 

institutionalisation of children, especially of girls’” (Zucker, 2005, p. 196). 

Religious missions, although at times critical of these practices, still participated in the 

institutionalisation of Kimberley Aboriginal people, and had a profound impact on Nyikina 

people. The intergenerational trauma (Atkinson, 2002) and the feeling of pain and loss 

experienced both by the children who were removed, and the families they were torn away 

from, is still present today (Zucker, 2005). The Catholic Church still exercises an enormous 

amount of influence in the Kimberley region. 

4.6. The Influence of Pastoralism 

 4.6.1 Early Relations (1880 – 1910) 
 
As discussed in the previous chapter, by the end of the 1880s, two ambiguous and at times 

contradictory notions had come into co-existence. The Aboriginal “Other” had ceased to be 

constructed as the exotic “Noble Savage” or “primitive”, and had become an obstacle to 

development, triggering a “war of extermination” (Octavius Burt, 1895, in Green, 1981, p. 116).  

On the one hand, settlers had been eager to empty the land of its people to open the country 

(Jebb, 2002, p. 69), viewing them as an obstacle to settlement, leading Roth to state that 

Carrying the present practice of Might against Right to a logical conclusion, it would 

simply mean that, were all the land in the northern areas of the State to be thus leased, 

all the blacks would be hunted into the sea. (Roth, 1905, p. 28) 

On the other, it also quickly became visible that Aboriginal people could be most useful to 

pastoralists (Hasluck, 1942, p. 31; Owen, 2016, p. 114; 119; Solonec, 2004, p. 45). As early as 

1886, Governor Napier Broome’s despatch to the Secretary of State for the Colonies points to 

the usefulness of Aboriginal labour in the state of Western Australia: 

There can be no doubt that the employment of Aboriginal natives by Europeans is 

beneficial to the natives, if carried out with justice and fairness. It is most advantageous 
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to the settlers, for they obtain good servants without paying wages. (Broome, 1886, p. 

5) 

Supplying a labour force that the white pastoralists were often desperate for, Aboriginal people 

could work hard in harsh climatic conditions, and most importantly, they knew their country: 

water, weather patterns, food sources were all important information for the early colonists.  

There was another reason too, why new manager had to listen to the people belonging 

to the country. For example, if he said 'we’ll go this way', and it’s March and the 

Aboriginal people know the ground is still soggy and they’ll get stuck, the Aboriginal 

people will say 'no, we have to go around'. If that new manager doesn’t listen and he 

insists on going his way and gets stuck, loses horses or food, then he will be in trouble 

with the owner and he might get the sack for not listening to the people who know. 

(Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 83) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 30: Aboriginal domestic staff, Derby, 1898 (Martin, 1898) 

Back Row, left to right: Charlie, Jack, Paddy, Terry, Dubadub, Pompey, Spoof and Ike, Banjo, Lumpy; 

Front row, left to right: Rosie, Ouida, Fanny, Lilkie, Lulu, Button, Polly, Polly, Kitty, Lassie, Judy. 

 

The Kimberley Aboriginal population became the backbone of the pastoral industry, which 

would not have been able to exist without it. A report by Travelling Inspector of Aborigines, 
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C.S. Olivey, on pastoral stations in the Pilbara in 1899 and 1900 shows that Aboriginal 

workers performed a broad range of jobs: “indeed, almost every task required on a sheep 

station, including shepherding, mustering, shearing, wool-scouring, cooking, housework, 

carting, blacksmithing, pit-sawing, and fencing”. (Olivey, 1900, in Reynolds, 2005, p. 21)  

While it was difficult to find a white labour force, Aboriginal labour was free, and relevant 

legislation could control people’s movements (Aborigines Act 1905, Aborigines Amendment 

Act 1936). Aboriginal people were often made to sign contracts not knowing what they meant. 

Absconders from stations would be issued with warrants, arrested by the police, and taken 

back to the station, using the Masters and Servants Act 1892 (Owen, 2016, pp. 128–129).  

Photograph 31: Aboriginal stockmen hauling on the rope, Moola Bulla Station, 1916                  

(Photographer: Neville, 1875-1954b) 

The effects of the inter-relationships of power between different institutions in the legal and 

political fields (Foucault, 1980, p. 38) come to the fore when it becomes apparent that laws 

regarding the control of Aboriginal people were drafted by politicians who often had pastoral 

interests themselves. In fact, Hasluck claims: 

A survey of the members of the House after representative government was granted 

shows that they were very much of a class – the land-owning and pastoral interest. 

There was a small sprinkling of merchants but their predominant financial interest was 
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naturally, considering the economic structure of the colony, also in the pastoral industry 

and their social aspirations were generally there too. (Hasluck, 1942, pp. 36–37) 

Even members of the British House of Commons, such as Sir George Campbell, expressed 

their concerns that Western Australia was in the hands of a “small oligarchy backed by 

northern pastoralists” (Owen, 2016, pp. 258–259). Jebb contends that the government, 

through their support of police patrols and legislation, facilitated the integration of Aboriginal 

people in the pastoral system – and made sure they would stay within its bounds (Jebb, 2002, 

p. 132). The police was also instrumental in making sure Aboriginal people stayed on the 

stations they were “employed” on (Owen, 2016, p. 13; 128). 

One account in the Roth report is directly related to the working conditions of Nyikina people 

on Fitzroy River stations. The following evidence was given by Matthew Langtree, a stockman, 

on 31st October 1904: 

Having knocked about the country as you have, what is your opinion as to the alleged 

cruelty of station managers to blacks? 

As regards the Fitzroy district, I consider that it is a disgrace. From what I have seen 

there, in the majority of cases women are employed. The 'boss' has his own fancy 

woman, and the overseer has from eight to ten to choose from. I have seen not one, 

but several whipped at night for allowing sheep to wander or because they did not 

muster the sheep in the paddocks. I saw this at the Quanbung Station. 

What is the name of the manager there? 

         Rose. 

         Has he got a fancy woman? 

         Yes. 

         What is her name? 

         I think it is Judy. 

         Where are the husbands of these women? 

         In the majority of cases there are no native men there. 

         What has become of them? 

         They may have been shot down years ago. 

         Are there many half-castes in this Fitzroy River country? 

Yes. There are a lot at Myroodah Station. The Chinaman who cooks there has married 

a half-caste, and he has a fine boy. 

         Do these stations employ Chinese cooks? 

         Yes. They have their own women. 

 (Matthew Langtree, in Roth, 1905, p. 80) 
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 4.6.2 Living Memories: 1940s onwards 
 
Many years later, the kardiya, or white man, particularly the pastoralist, or the manager, was 

still seen as “the Boss”: sometimes a father, a protector, or a provider, but mostly a patronising 

figure of authority (Jebb, 2002, p. 122), and someone to be feared. As late as the 1940s and 

1950s, Aboriginal people were still not immune to ill-treatment on the stations: 

In those early days, relations were not very good between the Aborigine and the 

whiteman. You know, they really were no good! (…) If anyone was making a noise, or if 

a bit of fighting was going on, or kids crying, you’d hear the manger shout, ‘Shut up’! 

Then if you didn’t shut up, you’d see him coming down. He’d walk up to the camp and 

say ‘Shut that kid up!’ or ‘Shut that woman up!’. Whoever was crying. That was really 

hard in those days, you couldn’t even make a noise. That’s the way the white man used 

to keep the place quiet. In those days too, the kartiya used to give Aboriginal men a 

flogging. Or they’d lock them up in the store or somewhere. It was the manager who 

used to flog them. Then, from those days, the blackfella got more and more frightened 

of the whiteman. If anyone in the camp made a noise or started crying, another 

blackfella would tell them, ‘Sssh, don’t cry! Kartiya might come! He got rifle!’ (Shandley, 

2011, p. 81) 

Ivan Watson recalls his first days mustering cattle at the age of twelve on Yeeda station: 

I still carry whip marks on my back today from Stumpy Frazer (…) I was wearing a 

dungaree shirt and the whip cut right through the shirt and into my back. He would have 

kept at it too, except a group of other fellas there stopped him. (I. Watson, 2011, pp. 

135–136) 

In the 1930s and 1940s, government policies and pastoralists’ interests converged through the 

adoption of a non-interference, non-intervention policy. Reports of abuse led to the Moseley 

Royal Commission of 1934, which enshrined the rights of the pastoralists to use the “full-

blood” population as free labour on the stations, provided pastoralists continued to take care of 

their basic needs by distributing rations (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 4).  

Reflecting the paternalistic attitude of the government, Moseley denied Aboriginal wages 

would be a good idea: as long as Aboriginal people living on stations were treated fairly, 

appeared to be happy and contented in their working roles, they would not welcome change, 

and their only desire was to be living on their own country (Jebb, 2002, pp. 153–154).  
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In spite of the constant violence, and of the harshness of living a life of indentured workers on 

pastoral stations, many Kimberley Aboriginal people also have fond memories of growing up 

and working on the stations, mostly because they were able to live with their extended family 

on their country: 

Them days we just lived on the land. Because our parents were happy, we was happy. 

So that’s all the things what we had to do. We really didn’t know about the changes 

that were going on outside the station. Our life was full of rhythm and repetition: 

planting and harvesting, mustering and shearing, rainy time and dry time, work and 

holiday time. When the jobs for the year finish Christmas time come again. It was the 

same on all the stations. (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 38) 

Lucy also acknowledges white settlers struggled in an environment they knew nothing about. 

Some people will tell you, 'we been hard working'. But they forget white man was just 

starting up here. They had nothing too. I’m not sticking up for white man, but that is 

true. That’s how they lived. Blackfella had his tucker but white man only had little bit 

and boat used to come in every month. One a month must be. They don’t realise that. 

White man had to bring everything. (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 64) 

In spite of having introduced new ways of working on Country, station life was not seen as 

being incompatible with Nyikina cultural practices: people had the opportunity to live off and 

work on their Country, and to take care of their sites. With each wet season that came around 

pastoralists would usually retreat to Perth. Aboriginal people on the station would then have a 

holiday, and be free to participate in law business (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004). Big meetings 

would take place on stations throughout the Kimberley, and corroborees would travel from 

station to station following the ancestral trade routes and exchange systems still in place 

(Akerman, 1980a; Glowczewski, 2004, 2014b; Godbehear, 2011; Jebb, 2002), such as the 

Jooloorroo Corroboree93 (Glowczewski, 2014b; Marshall & Hattersley, 2004). Lucy and others 

also note that living on country enabled people to complement their rations with bush foods, an 

independence people insisted on and were most proud of (Jebb, 2002, p. 195; Marshall & 

Hattersley, 2004). Owing to the resilience and adaptability of Kimberley Aboriginal people, the 

relationship between pastoral workers and bosses thus became one of interdependency. 

Aboriginal people, in exchange for their work, could fulfil some of their cultural duties and 

responsibilities on their country by travelling through it during musters, maintaining sacred 

sites and waterholes, collecting bush foods and medicines, attending ceremonies, speaking 

                                                
93 “Joolooroo” is the Nyikina spelling. It is referred to as “Julurru” in Walmajarri Language (see Angus et 
al., 2018) 
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their own language between themselves, telling stories around campfires, thereby transmitting 

knowledge to their younger generations (Jebb, 2002, p. 168) – all strategies of resistance in 

their own way (Scott & Tria Kerkvliet, 1986), in which women had an extremely important role 

to play (McGrath, 1987). This is well-illustrated in Lucy’s reminiscences of mustering sheep as 

a child: 

At stock camp we used to get up three o’clock in the morning. Parents got to wake us 

up from sleep, get ready. Footwalk people. We used to go along the fence, lining up on 

the fence. Riders would go more further and we used to sing out. We used to kill 

goanna if we seen one. Pick up conkerberry, pick up makabala94 – go to the corner [all 

the sheep will run in the corner] and drive’m back. That’s the worst part of it, driving 

sheep back to the camp. (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 37) 

Wabi recounts her experience of working at Liveringa Station in the 1950s as a harsh time, but 

one when people “never worried for money, as long as we work for free tucker” (J. Warbie, 

Personal Communication, 2010d). 

Not all children grew up on the stations like Lucy and Wabi. Usually “half-caste” children who 

had a white father and an Aboriginal mother were prone to the removal policies of “half-caste” 

children put in place by government legislation such as the Aborigines Act 1905, and further 

expanded under A.O Neville’s administration at the Chief Protector of Aborigines (Haebich, 

2000, p. 273). The social stigma associated with having a half-caste child meant few white 

fathers would acknowledge their paternity (Jebb, 2002, p. 97). Authorities had long believed 

that “full-blood” people were destined to die out (Reynolds, 1972, p. 3; Zucker, 2005, pp. 181–

182), and that “half-caste” children could be assimilated, albeit always in the subordinate roles 

of servants, labourers and domestics. Early expeditions were mounted to remove half-caste 

children from their Aboriginal families. Travelling Inspector Isdell reports on one such 

expedition in 1910: 

I started from Fitzroy Police Station on Friday, the 10th September, for Derby, having 

five half-caste children, four full-grown women, and one man bad with venereal. Having 

a good deal of trouble and hard work, with extremely hot days, and water very scarce 

and bad, I eventually arrived in Derby, on Tuesday, 12th October, and handed over to 

Sub-Inspector McCarthy 19 half-castes and the sick natives (...). (Isdell, 1910, p. 11) 

In a further twist, and more out of the usefulness of child labourers than compassionate 

grounds, it was often the pastoralists who prevented the removal of children to missions or 

                                                
94 makabala: bush banana (Marsdenia wiridiflora) (Hattersley, 2014, p. 96) 
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government institutions by informing Aboriginal people working on the stations that the police 

were coming, giving them ample time to go and hide in the bush for several days, until the 

threat had passed: 

But our boss always knew when the police were going to come out. So he would give 

the old people a ration and send us off into the bush with them; he’d tell the old people 

to take us away. When the police party left the station, the boss would send a bloke on 

a mule to tell us to come back. (H. Watson, 2011, p. 123) 

We never went to school. Policeman never sent us away. Canny Rose used to send 

kids fencing. That’s why the government never get them. (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, 

p. 27) 

In a filmed conversation with me in 2010, Wabi suggests that children as young as six or 

seven were put to work on the stations. 

W: This Canny Rose… When I been little bit big you know… maybe like this one here – 

that size [pointing to my daughter Manon, who was six at the time]. All right. They tell 

me… Canny Rose: feed them chooks, change them water, and feed them chooks. 

M: hard work? 

W: yeah… I feed’em… Hiding from boss, you know. Too much. All right. Plant, what 

name, vegetable now. He grow alonga box now. Right. He grow, plant them up ground 

now, in the garden. This your job he tell me. All right. You get up early, water them that 

plant, finish. Vegetable now – every day. Feed chooks now. Change them water for 

chook, get them the eggs, take them the eggs… (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 

2010a) 

These practices continued well into the 1940s and 1950s. Those children who were removed 

were mostly handed over to be “educated” in missions, in particular the Beagle Bay Mission, 

on the Dampier Peninsula, reinforcing the at-times conflictual, but always interdependent, 

relationship between religious and government institutions. Official figures of the time reveal 

that only 20 percent of all Aboriginal children were receiving an education, and that those who 

did receive an education were only trained for menial work in most cases (Fink, 1960, p. 48). 

At the beginning of the 1950s, with a government still keen to avoid conflict, and pressure 

mounting nationally and internationally regarding the treatment of Aboriginal people on 

stations, pastoralists negotiated wages and minimum conditions for Aboriginal workers. They 

only amounted to a small amount in cash for people in certain positions, and merely kept the 

system of gifts after musters (Jebb, 2002, p. 206; 224). Welfare reporting came into existence, 
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monitoring the presence, movements, and life events of Aboriginal people on the stations 

(Jebb, 2002, p. 230; Marshall & Hattersley, 2004). At around the same time, social security 

payments came into force for women and children, but were first the responsibility of the 

pastoralists themselves, who claimed and distributed the payments (Jebb, 2002, p. 230), until 

Aboriginal people could access Social Security themselves in 1959. The talk of “Equal Rights” 

was still frightening for most, but by the end of the 1950s, the policies of assimilation were 

here to stay (Zucker, 2005, p. 107). Life on the stations had scarcely changed, until the 

legislation on Equal Wages was brought in with the passing of the Federal Pastoral Industry 

Award in 1968. After so many years of labour on the stations, Aboriginal people were told the 

pastoralists could not afford to pay them wages, and were asked to leave the stations where 

so many of them were born and grew up. This exodus caused most Aboriginal people to move 

to the towns of Broome, Derby, or Fitzroy Crossing, thus further breaking up family units. 

Eric Lawford comments on what was at the time a common occurrence on all Kimberley 

stations:  

When the equal wage was awarded, Emanuel decided that it was too expensive to 

keep those old people; too expensive to feed them or give them rations. 'They’ll have to 

move off, he said, we only pay people to work'. They picked out about ten stockmen, a 

few house girls, and that’s all the workers they wanted. All the other people, old people 

included, had to get off the station. Otherwise they would have been sitting down there 

starving. (Lawford, 2011, p. 43) 

Lucy Marshall alludes to the impact of this decision and relates them to the current situation in 

Derby: 

Aboriginal people weren’t getting a wage to start with, not in the ‘60s. So they couldn’t 

own anything when they shifted into town. When they shifted all the people into town, 

they moved everyone right across the board. They were big problems, so they turned 

around and set up this community in Derby, like it is now. Then, in the Mabo case, you 

gotta go back to your own place, but the government is still employing them away from 

their community so it’s still very mixed up. (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 64) 

In order to find work, Aboriginal men had to move between stations constantly looking for paid 

work, like fencing, building, stock work, logging, or building the Camballin Dam on the Fitzroy 

River (H. Watson, 2011). The consequences of the Equal Wages legislation will be analysed in 

my chapter on development: they were both catastrophic and empowering at the same time. 

Indeed, it is during this period that Kimberley Aboriginal people became more political, and 
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that their interactions and engagement with the State over issues of development really began 

to be articulated.  

 The map below shows the extent of the pastoral industry in the Kimberley region.  

 

 

Photograph 32 (Magali McDuffie): A reminder 

of the old station days - an old rake left at 

Mount Anderson Station 

 

 

       

Figure 13 – Kimberley Pastoral Map (Department of Agriculture and Food, 2018) 
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Conclusion 
 
In this chapter I have framed the early historical and historiographical contexts underpinning 

the colonial experience of Nyikina people, and the traumatic, trans-generational impacts 

(Atkinson, 2002) colonisation had on Nyikina people’s lives, from frontier conflicts and 

massacres, to kidnappings, removals, emprisonments, relocation on religious missions, and 

work on the pastoral stations. In this process, I have consistently sought to privilege the voices 

of Kimberley Aboriginal people and Nyikina women throughout the chapter, through past 

written testimonies and present-day filmed interviews with Mick Michael Wiljaniny, Rosie and 

Grace Mulligan, and Wabi.  

The different historical constructions, and ensuing representations, of the Aboriginal “Other” 

influenced political decision-making from the start of colonisation. The notion of biological 

determinism (Fforde et al., 2013) – the belief that the Aboriginal race was doomed – was 

underpinned by the “noble savage” of early Social Darwinist accounts and descriptions by 

early explorers and colonisers. Justifying most violent actions, murders and massacres as 

“self-defence”, in order to protect “their” property, early settlers were able to claim Nyikina 

country and its people for their own economic benefits in the pearling and pastoralist 

industries, in spite of their fierce resistance (Pedersen & Woorunmurra, 2000; Robinson & 

York, 1977, p. 83). 

They were supported by repressive policing measures, backed by legislation, which were 

underpinned, again, by the sense of Western superiority felt by the patronising European 

invaders. The colonisers believed they were transforming an unproductive, arid country into a 

land of riches through danger and privations, for the greater good of mankind (Horton, 2000). 

Subsequent racial theories on blood quotient influenced policies on the removal of children 

from their families, but also impacted on the definition and perception of Aboriginality as 

authentic – or not (Fforde et al., 2013). Viewed paternalistically as an “inferior” race, Aboriginal 

people could only be construed as a people in need of “protection”, “civilising” and “up-lifting” 

(Hasluck, 1942) – a deficit approach to Aboriginal issues which pervaded most government 

policies from segregation through assimilation to self-management, and still pervades current 

media representations and government policies today (Fforde et al., 2013). 

I have demonstrated that the control of Aboriginal people in the Kimberley, including Nyikina 

people, was first carried out by overtly violent policing measures as reflected in the Roth 

Enquiry witness statements (Roth, 1905), newspaper articles and police reports. These 

measures had been clamoured for by the settlers lobbying the government for “protection”, 

who in turn put in place legislation designed to manage Aboriginal people’s movements. This 
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covertly violent legislation was invariably justified in terms of “protection”. Pastoralists, 

supported by members of parliament with pastoral interests (Hasluck, 1942), used Aboriginal 

people as free labour and servants right up until the end of the 1960s. The relationship of 

power between pastoralists and Aboriginal workers became one of inter-dependency, albeit 

still dominated by the at-times violent authority of “Bosses” and managers (Jebb, 2002). 

Through the re-defining of Aboriginal identity by successive governments, and the controls 

placed on them by draconian legislation, Nyikina people and others were dispersed, 

marginalised, and ultimately excluded from participating in the economic life of the state, while 

they supported most of it through their labour (Poelina, 2009). In spite of this, it is undeniable 

that Aboriginal people made the cattle industry their own, managing the land in new ways 

following old principles, and helping the colonisers in their endeavours to make the country 

productive (McGrath, 1987).  

The complex relationship between Nyikina people and the pastoralist industry was one of early 

persecutions, displacement, and oppression, but also of adaptation and resilience, particularly 

from Nyikina women’s perspectives. By framing Nyikina women’s experiences in the historical 

context of the pastoralist industry, through their own voices, and analysing the motives and 

aspirations of early colonisers, it becomes apparent that the issues faced by Nyikina women 

today are a product of historical, collaborative and inter-connected strategies of control and 

development by the dominant institutions.  

This is particularly highlighted in the complexity of the relationships between missionaries, 

pastoralists, legislators, and government institutions at large: conflictual at times, ambiguous at 

others, but ultimately collaborative in most instances. The interdependency of removal policies 

of “half-caste” children with mission education, and the government’s laissez-faire approach to 

slavery on pastoral stations as a means to take care of the Aboriginal “problem” without 

spending too much money, bear witness to the broad-scale institutional racism Nyikina people 

have faced since colonisation (Poelina, 2009), and to the relations of power within and 

between the institutions of the dominant power (Foucault, 1969). 

The developments of the 1950s and 1960s, particularly with the introduction of Equal Wages, 

were to have serious impacts on Nyikina people’s lives. Families were dispersed again and a 

heightened dependence on welfare was created, with all the ill-effects that can be observed 

today (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004), and which Senior Nyikina women often express 

resentment about (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004; J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2010d). 

But it is also at around the same time that Kimberley Aboriginal people’s political engagement 

and struggle for their rights started to emerge. Lucy Marshall was to become the first 
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Aboriginal woman to sit on the Board of the Kimberley Land Council at the beginning of the 

1980s, and the Chairwoman of Pandanus Park Community in 1983. This involvement with 

development strategies and expression of land rights aspirations will be explored further in the 

Chapter 6.  

In the next chapter, I will examine the development context affecting the three sisters’ lives 

since the 1960s, in order to gain a deeper understanding of their lived experiences of 

development which have impacted on their own development goals and aspirations for their 

communities. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                    Photograph 33 (Magali McDuffie): Boab tree in the vicinity of Mount Anderson 
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CHAPTER 5 

Development in the Kimberley: Context, 
Resistance, Adaptation, and Innovation 
 

Introduction 
 
In the previous chapter, I retraced the colonisation process of the Kimberley region, and the 

impacts the successive waves of colonisers (pearlers, police, missionaries, pastoralists) had 

on local Aboriginal people, particularly Nyikina people. I provided an analysis of the complex, 

inter-dependent interactions between the colonisers’ institutions, and of the relationships 

between Aboriginal people and the new settlers, the police and the emerging legislative 

system, whilst giving voice, where possible, to local histories from Aboriginal people 

themselves - a process Foucault calls “genealogy” (Foucault et al., 2003, p. 8).  

In keeping with this genealogical inquiry, which has slowly revealed (kalara) the complexity of 

the socio-political and legal contexts in which the three sisters’ initiatives have emerged, I will 

now turn my attention to the description and analysis of the dominant development discourse 

in the region. Illustrating the role of film in the research process, I have included, where 

relevant, excerpts of filmed interviews to highlight certain points. This chapter will underpin the 

analysis of the three sisters’ development aspirations and strategies in the next two chapters, 

by providing a deeper understanding of the context in which the women’s initiatives have 

emerged.  

Whilst it is impossible to do justice to nearly sixty years of development policies in just one 

chapter, I will endeavour to examine, in this chapter, the overall context of development in the 

Kimberley since the 1960s, focusing on selected aspects relevant to the women’s lived 

experiences of development.  

In the first part, I will examine the Western epistemologies underpinning the global process of 

development from the 1950s onwards, in order to shed some light on the broader context of 

my study, as I did in Chapter 4. As previously noted, the development process of the 

Kimberley did not occur in a space and time-vacuum of its own, isolated from the rest of the 

world, and from the settler colonial ideologies driving the development agenda.  
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In the second part, I will describe the self-management policies put in place by the 

government, starting with Aboriginal-owned pastoral stations, as well as an example of high 

modernist (Scott, 1998) development failure which has had profound and lasting impacts on 

many Kimberley Aboriginal families up to the present day.  

In the third part of the chapter, I will look at the influence of the mining industry in the 

Kimberley, starting with the significance of the Noonkanbah Dispute in the region, the 

government’s support of the mining industry, and the often tense relationship between many 

Aboriginal people, Kimberley locals, and mining development proponents.   

Having looked at economic development through commercial activities, in the fourth part, I will 

examine the mirroring government initiatives in the Kimberley, particularly the services 

industry, the impacts of the CDEP (Community Development and Employment Program) and 

CDP (Community Development Program) programs, and the more recent Indigenous 

Advancement Strategy and Closing the Gap policy, which all profoundly affect the lives of 

Kimberley Aboriginal people.  

In the fifth part I will examine how Aboriginal people in the region have engaged with 

development. To retain their agency, they have proposed their own collaborative and 

innovative solutions, particularly through caring for Country initiatives, as well as local and 

regional partnerships.  

This chapter will highlight the challenges faced by Aboriginal people in the Kimberley in terms 

of large-scale development of their Country and in doing so will provide a deeper 

understanding of the context in which the three sisters have developed their strategies of 

cultural actions.  

5.1 Epistemologies of Western Development: Context (1950s to 
present) 

 
A chronology of Western development by Esteva (Esteva, 1999) highlights European 

perspectives on progress and production from the late 1940s onwards. In 1949, Harry Truman, 

in his inaugural address, referred to two billion people as “underdeveloped” (Esteva, 1999, p. 

7), and promoted the need for equal standards of living globally (Latouche, 1999, p. 250). In 

doing so, the small “developed” minority had just redefined social evolution through the 

narrow, industrial mode of production: millions of people from different cultures had lost their 

opportunity to define which form of social life they wished to adopt (Esteva, 1999, p. 9). When 

Western economists looked at the new “Third World” after the second World War, they could 
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see issues that would be able to be fixed in a very easy way: raising the income per capita of 

their citizens (Escobar, 1995, p. 91) and living standards, industrialisation, urbanisation, and 

adopting modern education and cultural values would soon bring the rest of the world in line 

with the “advanced” countries (Escobar, 1995, p. 4). The Gross National Product became the 

key indicator of a country’s wealth or poverty status (Latouche, 1999, p. 252), and by the 

1970s, social and economic development were considered one and the same (Esteva, 1999, 

p. 14). “Poor” people – with the notion of poverty defined exclusively through a Western lens – 

were perceived as “lacking”, as experiencing some kind of “deficit”, or “deficiency” 

(Gronemeyer, 1999, p. 54; Rahnema, 1999, p. 159). This redefining of poverty set up the very 

dichotomy that I am seeking to avoid in this thesis: pitting two world views on development 

against each other (traditional versus modern, culture versus progress), it failed to consider 

development alternatives as part of a broader development domain. Anything which did not 

belong to the modern Western knowledge system was marginalised or disqualified (Apffel-

Marglin, 1990, in Escobar, 1995, p. 13). The dominant culture imposed a pedagogic action, 

through education, which as an arbitrary power legitimised some knowledges (law, medicine, 

art), over others, which were progressively devalued (customary law, crafts, folk arts, 

languages) (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, pp. 41–42). 

Establishing economic value requires the disvaluing of all other forms of social 

existence. Disvalue transmogrifies skills into lacks, commons into resources, men and 

women into commodified labour, tradition into burden, wisdom into ignorance, 

autonomy into dependency. It transmogrifies people’s autonomous activities 

embodying wants, skills, hopes and interactions with one another, and with the 

environment, into needs whose satisfaction requires the mediation of the market. 

(Esteva, 1999, p. 18) 

Thus, the “poor” of the world were asked to become aware of their “predicament” and to 

understand the ways in which high standards of living had been reached by European 

countries, so they too could take the “main highway to development” and enjoy its rewards, 

but, as Rahnema puts it: 

In reality, what is proposed serves only the interests of the highway designers and their   

management system. For as one enters into it, one becomes a prisoner of its rules and 

logic (…). The proposed ‘one world’ seeks to substitute the thousands of real and living 

worlds with a single non-world, a totally acultural and amoral economic corporation 

whose only purpose is to serve the interests of its shareholders. (Rahnema, 1999, p. 

168) 
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The United Nations produced a document stating that this move towards progress and 

advancement was going to be painful for many: 

There is a sense in which rapid economic progress is impossible without painful 

adjustments. Ancient philosophies have to be scrapped; old social institutions have to 

disintegrate; bonds of cast, creed and race have to burst; and large numbers of 

persons who cannot keep up with progress have to have their expectations of a 

comfortable life frustrated. (Department of Economic Affairs, 1951, p. 15) 

Escobar argues that the spread of capitalism and the market economy, in eroding the 

concepts of community, frugality, and sufficiency commonly found in Indigenous societies, 

gave rise to widespread pauperisation, which in turn triggered the setting-up of national and 

international organisations to remedy the “social problem” (Escobar, 1995, p. 22). By viewing 

the market as the only possible way to regulate society (Berthoud, 1999, p. 70), the diversity of 

communities which make up our world is being overlooked. Poverty, as perceived through a 

Western lens, actually means another form of prosperity for some (Lummis, 1999, p. 49). 

Berthoud argues human relations themselves, which are still at the core of “traditional” 

societies, and the values underpinning them, such as generosity or solidarity, are precisely the 

ones being destroyed in our own societies in the name of consumerism and development 

(Berthoud, 1999, p. 84). In an apparent attempt to treat everybody “equally”, by giving 

everyone an equality of opportunity - positing Western values as universal - the system has 

only managed to generate homogeneity and further economic inequalities, while still being 

considered by most as a “just” system (Lummis, 1999, p. 43). In this Western capitalist 

technocracy, humans are lulled into an illusion of freedom, which translates into an 

indifference to social justice issues and a failure to recognise the system as oppressive. 

Amidst the illusion of “mutual obligation”, which has reduced the state to a provider of services, 

depriving it from its fundamental ethics (Hage, 2003, p. 150), as will be examined later in the 

chapter, a “complacent apathy” has emerged, and individuals’ control over their political and 

economic life has truly been taken away (Spivak, cited in Landry & MacLean, 1996, p. 38; 

101). 

All progress, be it social, cultural, or political, comes to be seen solely in terms of material 

advancement (Escobar, 1995, p. 39; Sbert, 1999, p. 197). In this space of large-scale 

planning, the individual becomes totally subsumed, devoid of gender, tastes, history, values, 

opinions or ideas, traditions, or personality (Scott, 1998, p. 346). He or she is rendered more 

dependent on the institutions created by the state, therefore less autonomous, and less 

capable of self-governance (Scott, 1998, p. 349). The concepts of “integration” and 

“recognition” often imply “assimilation” and “acculturation” (Vasquez, in Meyer & Alvarado, 



 170 

2010, p. 286). Rationality, efficiency, and morality become the imperatives of “modern society”, 

in which every existing human structure has to be replaced with a more rational one (Escobar, 

1995, p. 23; 1999, p. 135) - hence the ongoing creation of highly regulatory mechanisms by 

the State (Foucault et al., 2003, p. 246).  

These “meta-narratives” of development are perceived as “universal common sense” (Bulloch, 

2015). There is therefore a tendency to equate “equality” with “sameness” (Altman, 2018), 

arguing that Aboriginal people deserve the same perceived advantages brought by 

“development as freedom” (Sen, 1999). In the Australian context, the pursuit of a market-

oriented economy has translated in multiple changes in policies through time, from 

“protectionism”, as examined in the previous chapter, through to “self-management”, “practical 

reconciliation”, to “closing the gap” policies (Bulloch & Fogarty, 2016, p. 79).  

The notions underpinning the concept of Western development have thus permeated many 

development strategies put in place by various Australian governments since colonisation, 

leaving very little space for considered alternatives looking at social, cultural, spiritual, as well 

as economic, well-being, as will be demonstrated in this chapter. Despite the pressures 

exercised by these “meta-narratives” of development (Bulloch, 2015), Kimberley Aboriginal 

people have continued to express their own perspectives on development, and have retained 

their agency in a variety of ways, as will be examined throughout this chapter.  

5.2 1960s: Pastoral Stations & The Agriculture Protection Board 
    
In Australia, the end of the 1960s marked a turning point, with two significant events: firstly, in 

September 1967, The Commonwealth Conciliation and Arbitration Commission made the 

decision to remove a racially discriminatory clause from the Federal Pastoral Industry Award, 

which saw equal wages phased in for Aboriginal pastoral workers from December 1968 

(Skyring, 2010). The ongoing push for progress, the necessity to modernise and shift to more 

capital-intensive, technological production, especially with a series of economic crises 

affecting the cattle industry, saw pastoralists simply evict the Aboriginal families who had been 

living on their stations (P. A. Smith, 2000, p. 94), sometimes for several generations. A wave 

of expulsions took place in 1968, raising the level of regional unemployment in the Kimberley 

(T. Smith, 2000, p. 5), and contributing to more displacement of Aboriginal people. They found 

refuge on the edge of towns, or gazetted welfare reserves, often resembling refugee camps 

without housing or essential services (T. Smith, 2000, p. 7).  

Secondly, the 1967 Referendum gave the Commonwealth Government power to legislate for 

Aboriginal people (Attwood & Markus, 2007). New policies were put in place for Aboriginal 
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development, guided by Coombs and Stanner. These policies encouraged self-employment 

and business initiatives for Aboriginal people as opposed to waged labour only - thereby giving 

Aboriginal people a chance to participate in development. As a consequence, enterprise 

projects were initiated on Aboriginal land, and the policies of self-determination and self-

management were promoted (T. Smith, 2000, p. 8). Governments increasingly came to view 

Aboriginal people as agents of their own development, through Aboriginal-run enterprises and 

organisations. This gave rise to the emergence of an Indigenous sector, and diverse land 

rights regimes (Hunt, Smith, Garling, & Sanders, 2008, p. 26; T. Smith, 2000, pp. 2–3).  

Art and cultural commercial opportunities were encouraged by the government. Paddy Roe, a 

Nyikina and Goolarabooloo Elder, ran popular market gardens, established the Broome 

Aboriginal Cooperative in 1969, and successfully applied for and was granted land at Coconut 

Wells (T. Smith, 2000, p. 13). Ernie Bridge, who was Australia’s first Aboriginal cabinet 

minister, was also representative of the first generation of Kimberley Aboriginal people who 

became successful business operators and politicians in the 1970s (T. Smith, 2000, p. 1). 

Many Aboriginal organisations were set up during this period, reflecting the strong desire of 

Aboriginal people to retain agency in their own development.  

 5.2.1 Aboriginal-Owned Pastoral Stations 

Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the Commonwealth government purchased pastoral leases 

in the Kimberley on behalf of Aboriginal organisations and the WA Aboriginal Lands Trust (T. 

Smith, 2000). Given the opportunity, Aboriginal people jumped at the chance and engaged 

with the development process, reflecting their adaptability, flexibility and initiative. The 

documentary The Kimberley Mob (Isaac & Chase, 1991), retraces the story of three brothers, 

Ivan, Harry and John Watson, Anne Poelina’s uncles, and of their trials and successes running 

Mount Anderson Station, on Nyikina country, after getting the station back from the 

government.   

 As Robert Watson explains in the film,  

My uncles and my family first returned to Mount Anderson in 1984. The deal was, it 

would be a walk-in, walk-out deal, and the station was stripped, in quick musters. 

There was nothing working, no bores, everything walked out before we walked in. So in 

other words, this station was a dirty handkerchief when it was first bought. (Robert 

Watson, in Isaac & Chase, 1991) 

In spite of these challenges, Nyikina men readily took up the challenges of a life managing a 

pastoral station. As stated in Chapter 4, station life was not considered to be incompatible with 
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Aboriginal worldviews and ways of living (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004). When I met him in 

2007, Robert Watson, Ivan Watson’s son, had become the overseer of Mount Anderson 

Station. Together, we made a film highlighting the complexities, challenges, and rewards of his 

daily life at Balkinjirr95 (Watson, McDuffie, & McDuffie, 2008). In the film, Robert talks 

passionately about his work in the pastoral industry, but also shares his views that community 

development should be based on multiple micro-industries:  

 I’ve always been a strong advocate of looking at other forms of land use. Whether you 

introduce stuff in the agriculture, or look at permaculture, horticulture, aquaculture, 

growing of trees, there are all these different types of land use that are there, then on 

top of that you’ve got your tourism industries, you’ve got your small stores and you 

generate money like that that pays for someone’s wage, but also contributes to the 

community in a bigger way. (…) I believe economic development is the foundation, the 

backbone to everything on top of it. I think that’s what’s got to be the concept within our 

nation, it’s about strong people, strong culture, and a strong economic base. (Robert 

Watson, in Watson, McDuffie, & McDuffie, 2008) 

This multi-layered vision of development is reminiscent of Jon Altman’s hybrid economies 

model (Altman, 2005) and very much reflects recent Kimberley initiatives in the area of 

Aboriginal economic development, as will be discussed in the fourth part of this chapter. 

However, the Western ideology of rapid economic progress at all costs often clashes with 

more nuanced, flexible notions of development proposed by Indigenous people (Scott, 1998, 

p. 349). The tenets of Western development have also had catastrophic impacts on Kimberley 

Aboriginal people’s lives.  

 5.2.2 Weed-Spraying: The Agriculture Protection Board (APB) 
 

In 2018, Eugene McMahon, Lucy Marshall’s son, approached my partner Alexander and 

myself, through our partnership Ngikalikarra Media, to produce a documentary on the issue of 

the deaths of Aboriginal workers who sprayed herbicides in the Kimberley for the Agriculture 

Protection Board between 1975 and 1985. Closely linked with the pastoral development of the 

region, it is an issue that profoundly affected Nyikina families, including the three sisters’ 

families, in the 1970s and 1980s up until now. It is also a fitting illustration of a high modernist 

scheme’s failure (Scott, 1998) which demonstrates the impacts of pursuing economic progress 

at all costs, as discussed in the first part of this chapter. Lucy, who has campaigned for over 

twenty years to get an answer from the government as to what happened to her son and 
                                                
95 Formerly known as Lower Liveringa Station. In 2007, Robert and his family were living at Balkinjirr, a 
small Aboriginal outstation on freehold land excised from the Mount Anderson Pastoral Lease.  



 173 

grandson, calls it “unfinished business” (Sheperd, 2015): the partners of the men who sprayed 

the pesticides have suffered from cancers, experienced miscarriages, and given birth to 

children with deformities. Hundreds of Kimberley families have been affected by this inter-

generationally, and have yet to access any form of recognition from the government, or 

compensation (Sheperd, 2015). Reflecting the use of film as a therapeutic process 

(Glowzcewski, 2011) through deep-listening (likarra), but also as a tool for political reclamation 

(Ginsburg, 1995), and an emancipatory medium for action (Pink, 2007), we started a series of 

interviews aimed at enabling survivors, and victims’ families, to tell their own stories. At the 

time of writing we have recorded over thirty interviews, each released as individual episodes 

on social media platforms, before the completion of a full-length documentary. These films 

attest of the resilience and of the will of affected workers and their families to make their voices 

heard, and to re-claim their agency in this ongoing tragedy.  

In the 1970s, the Agriculture Protection Board implemented a weed-eradication program in the 

Kimberley, with the purpose to kill non-native weeds, such as the Noogoora Burr and broad-

leafed weeds. The Noogoora Burr, originating from South America and the Caribeean, had 

caused extensive damage to the sheep industry: the hooked spines of the burrs would tangle 

in the wool, sometimes causing injury to the sheep, but also impacting on production costs. In 

its seedling stage, the weed is also known to be poisonous to cattle (Pest and Disease 

Information Service, 2018). Another weed, Parkisonia, was also affecting the livestock 

(Sheperd, 2015). A weed eradication program was established for the whole region.  

Given the high levels of Aboriginal unemployment at the time, many Kimberley Aboriginal men, 

particularly in Derby, seized the opportunity of earning a decent wage through working on 

country for weeks at a time:  

 They used to go out there for weeks, spraying the weeds, come back… (…) A lot of 

 young fellas went out there, and they had no protection from what I know, they were 

 just doing the spraying on their feet, like, you know, they had thongs on and nothing to 

 protect their clothes from that spraying. They used to come home smelling of that 

 spray… (Margaret Smith, in McMahon, Hayes, & McDuffie, 2018b) 

The men worked primarily with two pesticides: 2,4-D was used to spray for Noogoora Burr 

along the Fitzroy and Ord Rivers, and 2,4,5-T pesticide was used for broad-leafed weeds on 

the Fitzroy and Ord Rivers, Christmas Creek station, and other locations (Harper, 2002). The 

combination of both pesticides is commonly known as Agent Orange, which was used during 

the Vietnam War. Whilst 2,4-D is still available on the market, the registration for 2,4,5-T was 

terminated by the Western Australian Government in 1991 (Doust et al., 2004).  
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Over a relatively short period of time, many of the men working for the APB developed 

symptoms of ill-health: throbbing headaches, skin rashes, blisters, burns (O’Brien, 2002) and 

swelling were (and still are) commonly complained about. In 1983, Cyril Hunter, Lucy’s son, 

who had been spraying the herbicides for a few years as a leading hand, died of a suspected 

heart attack. He had been complaining of ill health for a few weeks to his former partner, Sue 

Sinclair:  

 He came to visit me, showing me that he had lost weight, and I could see that. He 

 had… One side of his face was really enlarged, and I wasn’t sure whether he had 

 ulcers, or boils… And he was sick. And I was seven and a half months, nearly close to 

 eight months [pregnant] when one of Cyril’s not only family relations, but worker, and 

 colleague, came to my house to inform me that Cyril had passed away. (Suzanne 

 Sinclair, in McMahon, Hayes, & McDuffie, 2018a) 

By the time Cyril passed away, at the age of 33, his skin was apparently bleached white 

(Fickling, 2002). Organ samples were taken, on the suspicion that the pesticides he was 

working with may have caused his premature death. To this day, these are still held in storage 

at a Perth pathology service and have not been returned to his family (Sheperd, 2015). Cyril 

Hunter’s first son, Nigel, was two years old at the time of his father’s death. As mentioned in 

Chapter 1, he himself passed away at the age of 32, in 2013, after suffering from a rare form 

of cancer (Four Corners & Cohen, 2013). He used to play on the floor, where Cyril would 

discard his pesticide-soaked clothes after work (McMahon et al., 2018a). One of Anne 

Poelina’s brothers, Terry, also passed away at a young age after spraying weeds for the 

Agriculture Protection Board.  

Cyril’s friend, work colleague, and neighbour, Margaret Smith’s brother, died in very similar 

circumstances to Cyril:  

 And my brother got sick, just out of the blue, and he was a very strong person, big 

 man, well-built person, and he come home one day and he told me and my daughter, 

 I’ve got this, what you call it, cheeky pain in his heart, and I said, you’d better go to 

 hospital and get it checked out. My daughter told him to go hospital, and so he went to 

 hospital to get this pain checked out and they just gave him a Panadol to take and he 

 went back home. That evening when he got back home… They found him. He was 

 dead. On his mattress, in the lounge room. It was a bit of a shock to us, he was a well-

 built person, so what could have caused that, we was wondering, what could have 

 caused him to pass away like that… (Margaret Smith, in McMahon et al., 2018b) 
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In the early 2000s, a series of reports (Harper, 2002; Armstrong, 2003) were commissioned by 

the Western Australian government to look into the impacts of the use of chemicals on APB 

workers. The Harper report, in 2002, after interviewing 90 former APB employees, concluded 

that illness did develop amongst the workers as a direct result of their exposure to herbicide 

sprays between 1975 and 1985. Dr Harper also believed that the workers had been exposed 

to high levels of dioxin through the importation of 2,4,5-T with unregulated dioxin 

contamination (Harper, 2002). Fire-damaged drums of 2,4,5-T from a Singapore company had 

allegedly been imported to Australia in the early 1970s (O’Brien, 2002) by a Perth-based 

company, and may have contained 200 times more toxin than was legally permitted. Workers 

in Derby reported working with a chemical that appeared thicker and darker in consistence 

(O’Brien, 2002). Some of the former 2,4,5-T drums are still stored on a contaminated site in 

Derby.  

Following these investigations (Harper, 2002; Armstrong, 2003), a Kimberley nurse support 

and liaison service was established at the Derby Aboriginal Health Service to provide advice to 

former workers potentially affected by the chemicals. A Royal Perth Hospital clinical 

toxicologist also travelled to the Kimberley to provide education and advice to local doctors 

(Armstrong, 2003). Even though the Harper Report recommended compensation for the 

former APB workers and affected families (Harper, 2002), and a Parliamentary Inquiry found it 

was likely a “rogue” batch of 2,4,5-T had been imported to Australia (Doust et al., 2004), it is 

understood that only eight victims have received compensation to this day (Sheperd, 2015).  

For many Kimberley Aboriginal people, the failures of the Agriculture Protection Board to 

adequately protect their workers at the time, and the subsequent unwillingness of the Western 

Australian government to recognise the issue and compensate the affected families, illustrate 

the lack of duty of care of the government for some of its citizens (McMahon, Hayes, & 

McDuffie, 2018c), and the unacceptable cost of the region’s development. It is therefore no 

wonder that any new development in the region is often viewed with suspicion by many 

Aboriginal people, because of past failures and, as will be illustrated later in the chapter, 

ongoing inadequate policies.  
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5.3. The Mining Industry 

 5.3.1 The Noonkanbah Dispute  
 

The handing back of pastoral leases to communities happened at a time when the mining 

industry was becoming a powerful actor in the Kimberley. Mining had always been considered 

to be the driving force of Western Australia’s economy ever since the gold-rush days in the 

1880s and 1890s. By 1983, Western Australia was producing 10% of the world’s iron ore, 14% 

of the bauxite, 6% of the nickel, 36% of the mineral sands, and 3% of the salt, as well as a 

substantial portion of the world’s diamond production (Mines Department of Western Australia, 

1983, p. 7). Because of the region’s remoteness, mining came to the Kimberley somewhat 

later. After the relative, but short-lived, freedom experienced with self-determination policies, 

Aboriginal people found themselves under pressure from a new coloniser: multinational mining 

corporations. Following the ever-increasing quest for profit in a land that had to be made more 

productive, Aboriginal people’s Law was simply disregarded or discarded aside, as a relic of 

ancient times which needed to be modernised.  

The Noonkanbah dispute96, which took place in 1979-1980, was significant in the way that it 

very publicly reflected the emerging clash between two world-views and different concepts of 

development. The controversy occurred on the boundary between Nyikina and Walmajarri 

country, on Noonkanbah station, between local Aboriginal custodians trying to protect a sacred 

site, Oombanbooroo, from being test drilled for oil by AMAX Iron Ore Corporation. The dispute 

resonated with other Indigenous communities who were facing similar development 

challenges, both nationally and internationally. It precipitated the creation of the Kimberley 

Land Council to represent Aboriginal people’s interests in land rights issues. It also was a 

precursor to subsequent Aboriginal campaigns against certain types of development, such as 

the campaign against the damming of the Fitzroy River in the late 1990s (Toussaint, 2008, p. 

54).  

The successive stages of the Noonkanbah campaign were representative of Aboriginal acts of 

resistance, adaptation, and agency: a local issue in a particular place; the goodwill to share 

and explain one’s Law and Culture for this place; the obligation to have this explanation, and 

at times very secret information (Bartlett, 1993, p. 139) written down by anthropologists for it to 

be recognised as valid by the authorities; the reiterated invitations from the community to the 

government and other representatives to come on country and see and listen for themselves; 

the lack of understanding and listening by the said government and the mining companies - or, 

                                                
96 Please see Appendix 4 (p. 360) for an in-depth analysis of the dispute.  
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as Spivak suggests, the speaking of a “minority” (Bartlett, 1993, p. 138) not being heard 

(Landry & MacLean, 1996); the natural shift from the local to the regional in an attempt to find 

outside support in other groups, first other Aboriginal communities, then other non-Aboriginal 

people, such as unions, supportive of the issue; the subsequent move from the regional to the 

international arena on the issue of human rights. All of this transpires in the women’s past and 

present strategies to protect their country, albeit with their own particularities.  

Since the Noonkanbah events, the mining industry has continued to promote itself as the main 

driver of the Western Australian economy, with low expenditure and high profits yielding the 

majority of the State’s income (Mines Department of Western Australia, 1983, p. 9), as 

opposed to primary industries requiring substantial investments from the government. 

Because of this, the industry has consistently put pressure on the government, and insisted on 

the need for certainty as far as mining exploration, leases, titles, and mining rights are 

concerned - brandishing the Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972, and potential Aboriginal land claims 

as major threats to economic development (Mines Department of Western Australia, 1983, p. 

9). Firmly inscribed in and driven by the settler colonial development paradigm of progress and 

productivity, the mining industry’s rhetoric centres around the need for more wealth, more 

efficiency, the necessity to create jobs to develop the country, and the responsibilities it has 

towards shareholders. 

 5.3.2: Mining Industry: 1980s to present 
 
Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the mining industry was often regarded as the main 

economic activity in the Kimberley. While, by 1992, there were 74 prospecting licences, 280 

exploration licences, and 358 mining leases, the industry was not the largest employer in the 

region (Crough & Christophersen, 1993, pp. 45–46). In fact, by 2006, putting exploration 

activity aside, the main mining operations in the West Kimberley region were the Cockatoo 

Island iron ore operation and the Ellendale Diamond mine (Taylor, 2006, p. 43), close to 

Nyikina Country. In 1991-1992, for instance, the mining industry only employed 32 Aboriginal 

people, and 738 non-Aboriginal people - a total of 770 employees for the whole of the 

Kimberley, putting the industry in eighth place in the region for employment (Crough & 

Christophersen, 1993, p. 28). As Taylor points out, even in boom cycles and in times of high 

labour demand, the West Kimberley Indigenous population is not sharing in the benefits of 

economic growth, for multiple reasons: over-crowded housing or lack of housing, health 

issues, and high interaction with the criminal justice system for young men between the ages 

of 18 and 34, are all contributing factors (Taylor, 2008).  
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In 2009, former Premier Colin Barnett, viewing the Kimberley as the “new frontier” of 

development, declared that “just as the Pilbara was critically important to the development of 

Western Australia from the 60s, over the next 50 years the Kimberley will play a similar role” 

(InvestSmart, 2009). Martin Pritchard, the director of Environs Kimberley, the peak 

conservation organisation in the region, highlighted the region’s infinite potential for mining 

activities from the Western Australian government’s perspective: “we know that there is a 

potential for coal, uranium, copper, diamonds, bauxite, iron ore, zinc, lead, as well as other 

precious metals” (Martin Pritchard, in Poelina, Perdrisat, et al., 2011).  

Between 2008 and 2014, the Western Australian Government provided $6,215 million in 

financial assistance to the minerals and fossil fuels industries (Peel, Campbell, & Denniss, 

2014), principally for mining and gas expansion – as pointed out in the Australia Institute 

Report, this is about as much as is being spent on police and health in Western Australia. In 

addition, under the general-sounding budget line item “Infra-structure for State Development”, 

the Western Australian Government, between 2008 and 2014, spent $1.6 billion on major road 

infrastructure, exclusively benefiting the minerals and fossil fuels industries, as well as $411 

million on “Industry Development and Investment Facilitation”, and a further $764 million in 

capital works on ports infrastructure (Peel et al., 2014). In terms of the development of the 

Kimberley region, the Australia Institute report breaks down the figures of the Western 

Australian Budget Papers as follows (Peel et al., 2014, p. 59): 

Kimberley LNG Precinct - Gas Processing                           $4.4 million 

Browse Liquid Natural Gas Precinct - Gas Processing         $126.5 million 

Browse LNG Precinct Regional Benefits                             $62.8 million 

Browse Precinct Project - Kimberley Land Council Funding $8 million 

Browse LNG Precinct - Land Survey Costs                           $8.9 million 

Kimberley Science Strategy Baseline Geochemical 

and Geophysical Surveys - Mining                                        $3 million 

Kimberley Regional Development Scheme - Mining       $0.8 million 

Kimberley Development Commission 

         Policies, Strategies, Plans and Regional Promotion $19.6 million 

         Industry and Infrastructure Identification 

         Co-Ordination and Development                            $37.2 million 

         Ord Enhancement Scheme                                       $9.3 million 

  

The Western Australian Government also spent $17 million on the development of the Coal 

Industry from 2008 to 2014 (Peel et al., 2014).  
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Figure 14 – Map Showing Kimberley Mining Leases (Centre for Conservation Geography, 2012) 

 

In spite of the increasing number of mining exploration licences now covering a large portion of 

the West Kimberley, as seen in Figure 14 above, the resources industry only grew significantly 

over the past ten years due to heightened overseas demand (Department of Regional 

Development, 2014, p. 10), and recently experienced a sharp downturn, between 2014 and 

2017, due to a global decline in commodity prices. Ellendale Diamond Mine went into 

administration in 2015 (Parke, 2015), and the Koolan Hematite Mine, which had been 

operating at Mount Gibson, had to suspend its operations in 2014 when the collapse of a sea 

wall flooded its main pit (Mount Gibson Iron, 2018). The mine is earmarked to re-open in early 

2019 after $100 million were invested in the rebuilding of the sea wall (McKinnon, 2018). This 

downturn hit the region quite hard, particularly Derby, although the town is used to 

experiencing this boom-bust cycle (Jones, 2016). However, as prices subsequently rallied, 

numerous mining projects were put forward again. The following map shows the extent of 

mining development in the West Kimberley region, which has put considerable pressure on 

Aboriginal communities and Registered Native Title Body Corporates to negotiate agreements 

with various mining companies.  
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Recently, reflecting changing times, Buru Energy recently signed an ILUA with the Yungngora 

Community (Noonkanbah), in which some traditional owners agreed to fracking exploration 

(Buru Energy, 2016; LeMay, 2014), despite opposition from other community members.  

 

In contrast, Yawuru people from Broome released a public statement on Buru Energy’s 

fracking plans at Yulleroo in 2014, arguing that the company should obtain free, prior and 

informed consent from traditional owners (Yawuru Native Title Holders Aboriginal Corporation 

RNTBC, 2014). In spite of Yawuru Traditional Owner Micklo Corpus (Freeman, 2016) camping 

near the Yulleroo site for nearly three years to monitor the company’s activities, with the 

support of Environs Kimberley, the Australian Conservation Foundation (Freeman, 2016), 

Frack Free Kimberley, and the Lock the Gate Alliance (Lock the Gate Alliance, 2016), Buru 

Energy was able to conduct a number of hydraulic fracturing treatments at two wells at 

Yulleroo. In 2017, the Western Australian government launched an inquiry to establish 

whether it should declare a ban on fracking in the Kimberley and the state. The Inquiry is still 

ongoing. The map below details the potential number of fracking wells in the region if the 

Western Australian government allows fracking (Environs Kimberley, 2018).  

   Figure 15 – Kimberley Resources Map (Chamber of Minerals and Energy of Western Australia, 2014, pp. 8-9) 
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Figure 16 – Where do they want to frack? Map showing the potential extent of the fracking industry in 

the West Kimberley region, in relation to the Fitzroy River Catchment (Frack Free Kimberley, 2018) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 34 (Magali McDuffie): a united front at Broome markets - Marion Pilkington (Yamatji 

Noongar), Ronnie Roe (Walman Yawuru and Goolarabooloo), Micklo Corpus (Yawuru), and Edwin 

Mulligan (Nyikina-Walmajarri), showing their opposition to fracking in the Kimberley, July 2018. 
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The Thunderbird Mineral Sands Project at Mount Jowlaenga, on Nyikina Country, experienced 

significant delays after an appeal by local traditional custodians in 2017, concerned that 

Sheffield Resources had not acted in good faith in their negotiations with them. The National 

Native Title Tribunal ruled against the traditional owners in August 2018, paving the way for 

the Department of Mines, Industry Regulation and Safety to finalise the grant of the mining 

lease (Australian Mining, 2018). The company has made a commitment to reach 40% 

Aboriginal employment within the first eight years of the mine’s exploitation (Australian Mining, 

2018). Despite the extensive number of mining leases covering the region, comparatively few 

agreements between Aboriginal communities or organisations and mining companies have 

been reached in the Kimberley. Many Kimberley Aboriginal people are also aware of other 

mining agreements elsewhere in Australia which have often been poorly negotiated and have 

failed to deliver benefits to the local Indigenous groups (Scambary, 2013).  

The pressures of mining exploration, particularly in the Canning Basin (Poelina, 2014), have 

given rise to tensions (Adams, 2012), or “friction” (Tsing, 2011) between proponents of 

unbridled development, proponents of considered, measured, or ethical development, and 

opponents to all forms of mining development, both within Aboriginal communities and in the 

wider Kimberley population (Collins, 2013). This has led to divisions within Aboriginal 

organisations, communities, and even families, as to which kind of development should be 

pursued (O’Faircheallaigh, 2011) - something I will examine further in Chapter 7 in my 

discussion of the James Price Point-Walmadany No Gas Campaign. 

Actors’ roles have continued to change and evolve: once a staunch opponent to mining 

exploration and exploitation, especially during the Noonkanbah days, the Kimberley Land 

Council became a very committed proponent of the Gas Hub proposed for James Price Point 

by the Western Australian Government and Woodside Petroleum (Peel et al., 2014; Burrell, 

2015). Wayne Bergmann, a leading Aboriginal businessman from Broome, former CEO of the 

Kimberley Land Council, Chief Executive of KRED Enterprises (Kimberley Regional Economic 

Development) and Coordinator of the Kimberley Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre 

(KALACC), is known as a steadfast advocate of Aboriginal economic participation, publicly 

coming out in support of the controversial Fortescue Metals’s strategies for Aboriginal 

employment (Bergmann, 2015b). Bergmann argues that industrial development and the 

protection of the environment and Aboriginal cultural heritage are not necessarily mutually 

exclusive (Bergmann, 2015a), but his role with KRED has recently come under intense 

scrutiny because of the power the organisation wields over individual claimants and small 

Aboriginal communities (Baker, 2018). His voice and those of other Aboriginal leaders sharing 

similar ideas, such as Noel Pearson (Pearson, 2005), or Marcia Langton’s supportive 

statements of the mining industry being a unique opportunity to sustain remote Aboriginal 
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communities (Langton, 2013; Vincent & Neale, 2016, p. 7), have been widely circulated in the 

national media, whilst other viewpoints arguing for a more ethical and considered approach to 

development on Aboriginal land have been largely dismissed as a minority, or being unduly 

influenced by environmentalists (Pearson, 2010). 

Unlike pastoralism, extractive resource industries are generally viewed as having much more 

invasive, damaging impacts to Country and to the essence of places and culturally-significant 

sites, especially in terms of the perceived dangers they represent to water sources (Toussaint, 

2008; J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2011). Conflicts in development, and the alliances 

emerging from them, will be discussed at length in Chapter 7.  

 

5.4 Government Programs 
 

The conflicting views arising from economic development through commercial activities 

described above, such as pastoralism and mining, are mirrored in the ever-changing 

government practices in development policy, seen through a capitalist lens as “culturally and 

morally neutral” (Bulloch & Fogarty, 2016, p. 77). 

 

 5.4.1 Services Industry 
 

From the early 1980s to the late 1990s, the rise of government-funded Aboriginal service 

organisations, and the setting up of the Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Commission 

(ATSIC) in 1990, reflected both an expression of Indigenous agency at a local level, and the 

endeavour of the state to have greater control of Indigenous lives (Hunt et al., 2008). 

Throughout that time, Aboriginal people in the Kimberley were mostly employed in public 

service, defence and community services, with only a small proportion employed on pastoral 

stations, as shown in the 1991 Census (Crough & Christophersen, 1993, pp. 26–27). 

However, as Crough and Christophersen point out, only about 24% of the Kimberley 

Aboriginal population at that time were classified as employed (Crough & Christophersen, 

1993, p. 24), and of those 24% only 3% were classified as managers or administrators, with 

most of the employed Aboriginal people in the category of labourers (Crough & 

Christophersen, 1993, p. 29) and other low-income positions. The tourism industry started to 

develop in the 1980s, and Aboriginal people were also involved in other industries such as 

broadcasting and media (particularly with the BRACS Scheme, Broadcasting for Remote 

Aboriginal Communities Scheme), publishing (Magabala Books), Aboriginal Arts Enterprises, 
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and other commercial businesses (Crough & Christophersen, 1993, p. 59). However, 81% of 

the Kimberley Aboriginal population was still classified in the annual income range of $0-

$20,000 (Crough & Christophersen, 1993, p. 34), most of them in the lowest bracket range of 

$0-$8,000. In the 1990s, based on socio-economic data, ATSIC estimated that 4 of the most 

economically-disadvantaged regional councils in Australia were in the Kimberley region 

(Crough & Christophersen, 1993, p. 41).  

The rise of the “Indigenous sector” (Rowse, 2005) towards the end of the 1990s and early 

2000s included organisations such as land councils, native title bodies, ATSIC Regional 

offices, community councils, various Indigenous associations and corporations providing legal, 

health, housing, education, employment, and many other services (Hunt, 2008, pp. 27–28; 

Rowse & Nile, 2005). Commonwealth and State Governments supported the notion that 

Indigenous organisations were needed to “tackle” the “Indigenous problem” (Hunt, 2008, p. 

28). The myriads of organisations created throughout the 1980s and 1990s (Sullivan, 2011, p. 

4) reflected the aspirations of Aboriginal people to be active at a local level, better represented 

(Hunt, 2008, p. 28), and run their own affairs. 

As described previously, the self-determination phase of the 1980s and 1990s, or self-

management strategies, with local Aboriginal organisations gaining agency in providing 

services in their own communities (Hunt, 2008, p. 28), saw many Aboriginal people return to 

country with the outstation movement. However, the self-determination concept itself had been 

implemented without adequate support: the apparent, or so-called, lack of positive outcomes 

(or, perhaps, outcomes not in keeping with Western capitalist notions of development), even 

though positive gains had been made, served as a justification by the Federal Liberal 

Government, under the leadership of John Howard (1996-2007), for another change in 

Aboriginal policies, which led to the demise of ATSIC (Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

Commission) in 2004 (Hunt, 2008, pp. 28–29). Self-determination was deemed a failure and 

was increasingly denounced as “separatism” by right-wing think tanks and the Australian 

Government (Hunt, 2008, p. 31). Individuals’ abilities to join the market economy and 

embracing the mainstream was encouraged, in preference to collective self-determination: 

communal land ownership was seen as a brake on economic development (Hunt, 2008, pp. 

31–32; Sullivan, 2011, p. 5). Indigenous mobility was promoted for employment purposes, 

forcing Aboriginal people to adopt the way of life “required” in a liberal democracy (Hunt, 2008, 

p. 32). Started under John Howard, and pursued by all subsequent governments, a new kind 

of assimilation strategy was put into place, referred to by Sullivan as “normalisation” (Sullivan, 

2011, p. 1), thereby discrediting the knowledge of, and many years of hard work by, Aboriginal 

and non-Aboriginal people on Indigenous development issues (Sullivan, 2011, pp. 34–35). 
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5.4.2 From CDEP (Community Development Employment Projects) to 
CDP (Community Development Program) 
  

The expansion of the CDEP Scheme in the 1980s and 1990s accounted for a rise in the 

overall employment rate of Indigenous people in the West Kimberley (Broome and Derby 

SLAs) from 39% in 1981 to 54% in 2001 – with an overall decline, however, in non-CDEP jobs, 

in contrast with the non-Indigenous population (Taylor, 2006, p. 34). According to Taylor, this 

reflected a shift from private sector employment in the 1980s, mainly in the pastoral industry, 

to a reliance on the government sector, particularly on the CDEP scheme. In the 2001 Census, 

more than 40% of Aboriginal people in the West Kimberley were employed through the CDEP 

Scheme in government administration, with other significant employers being the health, 

community services and personal services industries (Taylor, 2006, pp. 44–45). By 2006, two-

thirds of Indigenous employment in the West Kimberley was in CDEP Programs (Taylor, 2006, 

p. 36). 

With the demise of ATSIC, and in spite of proven successes, the Howard Government argued 

that closing the CDEP Scheme would enable people to gain more opportunities in mainstream 

jobs with higher incomes (Jordan & Fowkes, 2016, p. 1). After gradual phasing out, in 2009, 

CDEP wages were permanently abolished, and replaced by Work-For-The-Dole Programs, 

first the RJCP (Remote Jobs and Communities Program) in 2013, and then CDP (Community 

Development Program), in December 2014 (Jordan & Fowkes, 2016, p. 2). There are now 

about 35,000 participants in this program, 84% of whom are Aboriginal or Torres Strait 

Islander people (Jordan & Fowkes, 2016, p. 1). They are required to work 25 hours a week 

over five days in order to be able to collect their Centrelink benefit. Effectively, as Jordan and 

Fowkes’ report concluded, this move increased welfare dependency (Jordan & Fowkes, 2016, 

p. 2; Taylor, 2006, p. 79), impoverishment, and income penalties, through a top-down, 

paternalistic approach (Jordan & Fowkes, 2016, p. 1). The program has been condemned as 

being blatantly racist and causing much harm to communities, after it was revealed that 

340,000 fines had been issued since 2015 for non-compliance (Brennan, 2018). Jon Altman 

refers to CDP as a second wave of colonisation, in which Aboriginal people have been forced 

to adopt a capitalist market economy unsuited to their local needs and aspirations (Altman, 

2016), even branding it as “modern slavery” (Altman, 2017).  

The inflexible, punitive approach of the government to the CDP program has had many 

negative impacts on Aboriginal communities. A film made with Anne Poelina, in collaboration 

with the Yurmulun Community (Pandanus Park), Our Community, Our Rights (Pandanus Park 

Community, Riley, Poelina & McDuffie, 2016b), highlighted community members’ daily 
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challenges of living in a remote community, including poor employment prospects, 

groundwater contamination, and on-going struggles with the CDP Program. In it, Patricia Riley, 

Acting CEO of the community,  is critical of the obligations imposed by the CDP program on 

community members, reflecting the lack of awareness of the government as to the situation of 

many remote communities: 

They try to control us, telling us how to live our life, how to adapt to a policy or 

procedure that doesn’t even fit our community. We live out in a bush area - we live out 

56, 57 kilometres out of Derby. We have to travel 57 kilometres backward and forward, 

just to do the shopping, business, banking… Anything to do with our personal business 

we have to go into Derby. The new housing policy now, some of the people don’t even 

have time to go into town to do the shopping ‘cause they’re paying their rent, they’ve 

got debts, they’re paying power card, and by the time they get into Derby there is less 

money for shopping. Sometimes there is just bread, milk and sugar. (Patricia Riley, in 

Pandanus Park Community et al., 2016b) 

5.4.3 The Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS) and Closing the Gap 
Strategy 
 

The current Indigenous Economic Development Strategy (Department of Families, Housing, 

Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCHSIA), 2011) is equally representative of the 

essentialist settler colonial view of development, one in which sameness and equality are 

emphasised, to the detriment of diversity and choice (Altman & Rowse, 2005). In striving to 

improve “the prosperity of Indigenous Australians”, five key intervention areas are prioritised: 

economic development; education; skills development and jobs; business development and 

entrepreneurship; financial security and independence (Department of Families, Housing, 

Community Services and Indigenous Affairs (FaCHSIA), 2011, p. 2). Four out of the five 

priorities are mainly predicated on the notion that economic progress underpins well-being. 

Strategies described in the report include rationalising processes for increased efficiency, such 

as facilitating relocation for jobs, or coordinating the responsibilities of local bodies, state and 

territories governments, business and community services. Increasing savings management 

skills, and promoting asset-accumulation is viewed as the road to access financial security, 

and personal and family wealth (Department of Families, Housing, Community Services and 

Indigenous Affairs (FaCHSIA), 2011, p. 47; 61). Environmentally-friendly activities, such as 

ranger training programs, natural resource management, Carbon Farming, Indigenous 

Protected Areas, and ecotourism, are mentioned in the report, but under the banner of Native 
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Title and Land Use Agreements, themselves limited as to the range of possibilities they can 

offer, and woefully underfunded on their own.  

Similarly, the Closing the Gap strategy puts in place targets without any consultation with the 

subjects of those targets, privileges statistics without looking at individuals’ lives, and does not 

take into account the diversity of the lived experiences of the Indigenous peoples it aims at 

“advancing” through mainstream values (Altman & Fogarty, 2010).   

5.4.4 Future Trends - 2036 and Beyond: A Regional Investment Blue Print 

for the Kimberley (2015) 

 
The 2036 and Beyond report (2015) by the Kimberley Development Commission drew on 177 

key regional planning documents, extensive consultation with 76 regional stakeholders 

(Kimberley Development Commission, p. 10), and expert analysis on global trends. Whilst 

insisting on Aboriginal “advancement”, and high environmental standards, it also highlights the 

many pressures Kimberley Aboriginal people will face in terms of the development of the 

region over the next twenty years. The report’s stance on “advancement” (Kimberley 

Development Commission, 2015, p. 4), and Aboriginal participation is unequivocal – for 

instance, of the 34,000 new jobs that would be created by 2036, 18,000 would need to be for 

Aboriginal people (Kimberley Development Commission, 2015, p. 3). However, the sheer 

scale of the range of development envisaged for the region can appear overwhelming, 

particularly for the multiple Aboriginal groups who have expressed a strong desire to be 

consulted and to be part of the discussions on development in their region.  

 

The report lays out the following goals and strategies for the Kimberley – “imagining” the 

region in 2036:  

 

- an economy led by agriculture and food production, looking to the rising population in 

Asia for exports 

- an increase in primary production, through a more productive use of rangelands, and 

diversified uses of land and waters, particularly irrigation, with an added focus on 

conservation economies 

- a sharp increase in mineral and energy production coupled with the development of 

key infrastructure and the enhancement of the capability services sector to foster better 

housing, and encourage policy innovation 

- the growth of the tourism sector with a focus on “experience”, and the development of 

the Kimberley’s regional centres to cater to industry, housing, and tourism strategies 
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- Aboriginal “advancement” to maximise Aboriginal people’s opportunities in the region, 

build their capacities to become an integral part of the Kimberley’s development.   

(Kimberley Development Commission, 2015) 

 
In spite of the positive tone of this report, and the mention of conservation economies, the 

diversity of Aboriginal people’s aspirations for community development, which will be 

illustrated in the next two chapters, is often overlooked in favour of the one-track settler 

colonial model. Government policies favour the mainstream approach to conventional 

economic productivity over alternative forms of development proposed by Indigenous people, 

which typically combine elements of the mainstream economy with Indigenous epistemologies 

and activities (Scambary, 2013, p. vii). Jon Altman’s concept of “hybrid economy” is vital in 

recognising that customary activities often supplement resources from the mainstream 

economy sector (Altman, 2005), as expressed by Patricia Riley:  

The majority of people in the community always go on the weekend, fishing, hunting, to             

survive (…) That’s what they don’t see. They don’t see our picture, and our living 

standards, how we live, how our old people survived, before these new things came to 

our life. (Patricia Riley, in Pandanus Park Community et al., 2016a) 

It is therefore not surprising that the lack of trust in institutional tools is so prevalent amongst 

Kimberley Aboriginal people. Successive governments’ initiatives and strategies follow a 

pattern reminiscent of Escobar’s description of failed State processes: survey mechanisms, 

establishment of projections, implementation of programs, periodical evaluations, and policy 

changes, run concurrently with the technical support from universities, research, government 

agencies and consultants (Escobar, 1995, p. 120). The dominant discourse is therefore one 

that is perpetuating itself through projects and publications building on previous research - the 

conclusions are foregone, programs invariably fail to obtain the intended results, and local 

politics and people are blamed for the failure of the programs - instead of the projections or the 

policies themselves (Escobar, 1995, p. 123). In spite of these pressures, many of them 

invisible to European eyes because of the internalised “meta-narratives” of the development 

discourse (Bulloch, 2015), Kimberley Aboriginal people have continued to implement 

innovative strategies which demonstrate their adaptability and agency in local development.   
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5.5. Collaborative Initiatives in Kimberley Development   

 5.5.1 Regional Forums 
 

Aboriginal people in the Kimberley, whilst recognising the importance of economic initiatives, 

as illustrated in Robert Watson’s statement earlier in the chapter, have consistently been 

examining alternative ideas to development approaches. They have worked collaboratively 

with researchers, scientists, and environmental organisations, to propose solutions for a more 

ethical development of their country, in conjunction with positive outcomes for local people’s 

well-being. As described in Chapter 1, Country is not seen as a resource to be used or to be 

rendered productive, but is first and foremost the source of people’s physical, social, cultural, 

and spiritual well-being. This often clashes with Western concepts of development, especially 

resource extraction industries, which do not have the same attachment to, or relationship with, 

place (Toussaint, 2008). Kimberley Aboriginal people have consistently put forward 

development strategies which take into account the significance of place, Country, and 

community.  

Regionally, “Our Place, Our Future” was a conference held in 1998 for all stakeholders in the 

region to discuss development issues. It was organised by the Kimberley Land Council in 

celebration of its 20th anniversary. Many participants had the opportunity of making their voices 

heard: Patrick Dodson alluded to both the shortcomings of the State and Federal governments 

in the arena of development, praised the willingness and adaptability of Kimberley Aboriginal 

people striving to find collaborative solutions, and reiterated the importance of making 

development decisions which are compatible with cultural, social and environmental values 

(Kimberley Land Council, 1998, pp. 7–8)  

In October 2005, the Kimberley Appropriate Economies Roundtable took place, organised by 

the Kimberley Land Council, Environs Kimberley and the Australian Conservation Foundation, 

with the objectives of discussing “ecologically, culturally, socially and economically sustainable 

development for the Fitzroy Valley and Canning Basin” (Hill et al., 2006, pp. 12–13). This 

forum was precipitated by the State Government’s announcement it was interested in large-

scale water extraction from the Fitzroy River and Canning Basins to enhance the water supply 

to Perth (Hill et al., 2006, p. 19). The concept of “appropriate economies” had originated with 

the Northern Australia Environment Alliance (NAEA) in 2002, and aimed at identifying 

mechanisms to promote sound economic development in Northern Australia. The forum drew 

on the concept of “ecological economics” as opposed to neo-classical economic theory. 

Rather than just being agents of the market, humans are seen as being part of the biosphere, 
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continually developing processes to protect the welfare of the community and the biosphere 

(Hill et al., 2006, p. 23). The Appropriate Economies Project was developed to provide links 

between people and organisations, locally, nationally and globally: the Kimberley Roundtable 

provided opportunities for local participants and communities to discuss issues of planning, 

decision-making, governance, local and global sustainability, in an attempt to set the criteria 

for a sustainable Kimberley region (Hill et al., 2006, p. 25), with positive, holistic outcomes for 

all. 

This strong collaborative approach was further reflected in the creation of the Fitzroy 

Catchment Management Group (FitzCAM) in 2007, with a membership of traditional owners 

from nine language groups, including Anne Poelina, recreational fishers, and representatives 

from the Pastoral and Graziers’ Association, the West Kimberley Irrigators Group, the 

Department of Water, the Department of Environment and Conservation, Environs Kimberley, 

the Australian Wildlife Conservancy, the Department of Agriculture and Food, and from local 

government. The group’s overarching principle was to “work together to protect the catchment, 

its country, its community, its people” (Centre of Excellence in Natural Resource Management, 

2010). The group, based in Fitzroy Crossing, examined issues around the lack of biophysical 

baseline data for the catchment. It also discussed economic, social and cultural opportunities 

for the catchment’s population, particularly around sustainable development, and promoted 

itself as a strong local governance body, through which decisions relating to the development 

of the Kimberley region should be discussed. 

In 2016, the Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation97, of which Anne Poelina is one of the directors, 

released the Walalakoo Healthy Country Plan (2017-2027) (Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation 

RNTBC, 2016). In the document, Nyikina and Mangala Traditional Owners outline the values 

that are important to them, and the areas they want to look after, protect, and manage on their 

traditional lands: “Nyikina and Mangala lore and culture; Cultural heritage sites; freshwater 

places; native animals; bush tucker and bush medicine plants; right way fire management; 

being strong on country” (Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC, 2016, pp 9-10).  

Reflecting the collaborative approach of diverse stakeholders often at odds over development 

issues, an upcoming paper, using the Nyikina Mangala Native Title Determination Area as a 

case study, demonstrates how a “mitigation hierarchy” can avoid, minimise or compensate for 

the impacts of development projects (Heiner et al., 2019). In particular, it presents the case for 

how social, cultural, and biodiversity values can reinforce each other to deliver better 

                                                
97 In 2014, Nyikina and Mangala people successfully secured Native Title rights over an area of more 
than 26,000 km2. The Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation is the Registered Native Title Body Corporate 
holding their Native Title rights (Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation, 2018). 
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conservation outcomes and minimise conflict, based on the values defined through the 

Healthy Country Planning process mentioned above.    

 5.5.2 Fitzroy River Declaration & Martuwarra Council 
 

The culmination of all these initiatives occurred in November 2016, when Kimberley Traditional 

Owners from around the Fitzroy Catchment, including Anne, released the Fitzroy River 

Declaration, not only re-affirming the traditional and cultural values of the river, but also 

presenting a united vision on the future management, care and protection of the Fitzroy River 

(“Kimberley Traditional Owners unite for the Fitzroy River,” 2016; Traditional Owners from the 

Fitzroy Catchment Area, 2016).  

In particular, the Declaration pointed towards the necessity of joint decision making between 

Prescribed Body Corporates (PBCs) or Registered Native Title Body Corporates (RNTBC) on 

activities in the Fitzroy River Catchment; identified the need to reach a joint position on 

fracking in the catchment; proposed the creation of a buffer zone for no mining, oil, gas, 

irrigation and dams in the whole catchment; laid the foundations to the development of a joint 

Fitzroy River Management Plan based on cultural governance; and called for better 

engagement with shire and state governments on river management processes (Traditional 

Owners from the Fitzroy Catchment Area, 2016).  

 

                   Photograph 35: Fitzroy River Declaration, 2016 (Kimberley Land Council, 2016) 

 

The Fitzroy River Declaration prompted the Government of Western Australia to commit to the 

catchment management plan, and to create a national park over some parts of the Fitzroy and 
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Margaret Rivers (Kruse, 2018). As Kruse explains, the Declaration is a strong example of 

regional agency:  

 

 The Fitzroy River Declaration was a major turning point highlighting that native title 

 holders should be at the forefront of catchment management and regional development 

 planning and they would not be divided in relation to their traditional values 

 underpinning land and water management. (Kruse, 2018) 

In May 2018 Traditional Owners from the Fitzroy River catchment met again. They agreed on 

the setting up of the Martuwarra Fitzroy River Council98 (Borrello, 2018; Laborde & Jackson, 

2018), hoping for collaborative planning between government, native title holders and industry. 

In June 2018, the Council, made up of twelve native title groups, called on the Western 

Australian government to take a science-based approach to water allocation in the Fitzroy 

River basin. Representatives of the Council, including Anne Poelina, met with the heads of 

three government departments to promote a more coordinated approach to water 

management: pastoralists in the region, led by Gina Rinehart, have been pushing for greater 

access to the river for irrigation purposes (Wahlquist, 2018). This comes at a time when 

Northern Australia is being touted as the next “great food bowl”: a CSIRO report (Petheram, 

Bruce, Chilcott, & Watson, 2018) has recently identified thousands of hectares in the Fitzroy 

River basin suitable for irrigated agricultural crops, including sugar and cotton, through the 

construction of dams (Petheram et al., 2018; Kelly, 2018; Vukovic, 2018). According to Anne 

Poelina, these plans are putting more pressure on traditional owners along the Mardoowarra, 

who are already reeling from recent water allocations which have significantly decreased 

environmental and cultural flows (Wahlquist, 2018).  

Conclusion    

In the previous chapters I have shown how the Kimberley region was developed from 

colonisation onwards following settler colonial principles of productivity and progress, and is 

still currently viewed by governments and the mining industry as a resource to be exploited, 

with very little attention paid to Aboriginal aspirations for other types of development, which 

take into account economic, cultural, and health considerations - such as hybrid economies (J. 

Altman, 2005).  

Viewing economic prosperity as the sole factor underpinning Aboriginal people’s well-being 

amounts to creating a single standard of measurement, in which Indigenous people’s notions 

                                                
98 Martuwarra: alternative spelling of “Mardoowarra” in Walmajarri language.  



 193 

of prosperity become totally subsumed in one supra-cultural perception of wealth (Lummis, 

1999, p. 48). Too often, development simply appears to imply that the Western way of life, with 

its focus on consumerism, commoditisation, maximum productivity and profit-making, is the 

only means to guarantee human happiness (Berthoud, 1999, p. 72), disregarding other key 

influencing factors in health and well-being, as described earlier in this study. 

In the first part of this chapter I have demonstrated the willingness, adaptability and agency of 

Kimberley Aboriginal people when given self-management opportunities, for instance through 

pastoral station ownership in the 1980s. These initiatives were overshadowed by systemic 

failings from government organisations, such as the Agriculture Protection Board’s lack of duty 

of care for its workers, which had profound impacts on hundreds of families in the region up 

until the present day – a revealing example of the failure of high modernist schemes (Scott, 

1998). Recent policy developments such as “normalisation” (Sullivan, 2011) and new 

government programs such as the CDP or the Indigenous Advancement Strategy, have 

continued and deepened the development project of the state. Aboriginal communities have 

also been under considerable pressure from resource extraction industries, starting in 

Noonkanbah in 1980, and now throughout the Kimberley, which have often led to conflictual 

relations with mining companies, but also to new and innovative alliances with environmental 

organisations.    

In the fourth part, I demonstrated how Kimberley Aboriginal people have long been involved in 

collaborative initiatives on development, voicing their concerns, proposing solutions or 

compromises, working with scientists and environmentalists, and suggesting creative 

alternatives to the solely market-oriented view of economic progress. As we will see in the next 

two chapters, the three sisters’ lived experiences of development not only illustrate their 

agency over the past thirty years or more, and their willingness to collaborate and seek better 

alternatives for their people and country and everyone living in it, but also highlight the 

emergence of new social alliances at a regional, national, and international level. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Lucy Marshall and Jeannie Warbie’s Nganka99   
 

Introduction 
 
In this chapter, I bring out the voices of Lucy Marshall and Jeannie Warbie and their 

perspectives on development on Nyikina Country. I have deliberately chosen to concentrate 

on the two senior elders first, as their views underpin the cultural actions and strategies of 

resistance which Anne Poelina, a generation younger, has implemented under their guidance 

over the past 20 years, and which will be the focus of the next chapter. I concentrate, in 

particular, on Lucy and Wabi’s agency over the past thirty years, how it has manifested, their 

lived experiences of development, their aspirations for the future, and the strategies they seek 

to put in place for their people and communities.  

 

In the first part of this chapter I will look at the way both Lucy and Wabi conceive of place, or 

Country, as being in the centre of their aspirations for development, both through the analysis 

of secondary data from Lucy’s submission to the Seaman Land Inquiry of 1983, and primary 

film data. I will introduce the notion of “place-making”, which becomes a central tenet of the 

whole chapter. In the second part of the chapter, I examine Lucy’s aims for community 

development, and the strategies of “place-making” she has implemented in her own 

community (Bidan) – living on Nyikina country. Finally, in the third part, I will detail at the 

various programs and cultural actions the two women have generated or participated in, 

especially over the past ten years, in order to be able to sustain their own “life projects” 

(Blaser, 2004) in an intercultural space (Merlan, 1998), and how they conceive of “place-

making” as a development concept for sharing country.  

Film plays a central role in this chapter: as a data gathering tool for our collaborative research, 

film has helped document development processes over many years for community archival 

and educational purposes. It has also been a means for the women to share their views on 

development with the rest of the world, creating new networks locally and globally and re-

affirming their Nyikina worldview, in booroo, as will be demonstrated in this chapter.  

                                                
99 nganka: language, talk, story (Hattersley, 2014, p. 113) 
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6.1 Place-Making: Seeing and Naming Nyikina Country 

 6.1.1 Dialogic History: The Seaman Inquiry 
 

Lucy and Wabi have consistently “spoken” in, about, and for Nyikina country, on film, and 

defended their rights as Nyikina people. Lucy’s discourse on the rights of Nyikina people has 

remained virtually unchanged in the past thirty years. Her views have not shifted with different 

policy changes, nor has she adopted the language of governments or politicians of the time to 

express herself. She does not speak about self-determination, or self-management, about 

policies, or even reconciliation. These keywords do not form part of her vocabulary when she 

expresses what she would like to see happen on Nyikina country. Rather, she is first and 

foremost intent on expressing and explaining Nyikina concepts of land, belonging, protection 

of sites and future aspirations in a uniquely Nyikina perspective, by attempting to educate her 

audience on the Nyikina worldview, and what being Nyikina means. This is clearly visible in 

the letter she drafted for the Aboriginal Land Rights Inquiry, also known as the Seaman 

Inquiry, in 1983, thirty-five years ago (Marshall & Pandanus Park Community, 1983).  

The inquiry was conducted in an atmosphere of excitement and anticipation that the issue of 

land tenure for Aboriginal people in Western Australia was finally being examined (Dodson, 

1991, p. 333): many Aboriginal people put great hopes in the process, and the level of 

discussion and participation was high – all Nyikina communities put in a submission to the 

inquiry. At the time, Lucy was the Chairwoman of Pandanus Park Community and drafted a 

submission letter to the inquiry explaining the relationship of Nyikina people to their land. In 

her letter, she first stresses the importance of the river for Nyikina identity, and the importance 

of Nyikina people’s relationship with the land:  

 

 We are the people of the Lower Nyigina100 Tribal Group, in our country we are known 

 as the River Side people; we live by the river and our whole lives and Community 

 evolves around the river. It is our life and our nature is the river. (Marshall & Pandanus 

 Park Community, 1983, p. 1).  

Lucy then expresses the desire for Nyikina people to be “their own bosses” in a range of 

areas. She argues that control should be vested in the hands of Aboriginal people in the 

                                                
100 The current orthography of “Nyikina” was decided in 2000 through extensive consultation with the 
community during Colleen Hattersley’s work on the Nyikina Dictionary (Hattersley, 2014, p. 25). 
According to this orthography, the sound /g/ is written with a “k”. Lucy Marshall’s statement was made in 
1983, long before there was a standard Nyikina orthography, and reflects the actual pronunciation of the 
word.  
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protection of sacred sites. She also stresses the importance of owning the land in freehold so 

people can make their own decisions about their land, rather than other individuals or state 

organisations. She voices her concerns about mining exploration companies on which 

Aboriginal people have no control and introduces the notion of compensation: if mining 

companies cannot be stopped and are to use, damage or destroy Aboriginal land, agreements 

should be reached with communities on royalties.. 

 

 In our law if you take something away from the land you must give something back.  

Royalties on Companies profits is essential in order to put something back into the land  

instead of taking all of the time. We wish to live in our traditional land not in an open cut  

mine We need to respect and preserve our land and the river as it is our reason for 

 living (…) We have to retain control of what Developers can and can't do with our land 

 and lives. (Marshall & Pandanus Park Community, 1983, p. 3) 

 

Here, Lucy’s statement reflects broader Indigenous ontologies, which centre around giving 

versus taking, with at their core the concepts of “sustaining, maintaining, and enhancing 

relations with all of Creation” (McGregor, 2004, p. 76) – principles emphasised locally through 

the Wunan ceremonial network (Preaud, 2009), as examined on page 37, and Nyikina ritual 

practices such as the Warloongarriy Ceremony for the river. While Europeans, influenced by 

Judeo-Christian beliefs, tend to view nature as God’s gift to Man, as a neutral force which had 

to be “activated” by humans to reach its full potential, Indigenous peoples see human beings 

as being closely entangled with all natural processes, in a relationship of mutual dependence 

and sustenance, which also calls for reciprocal responsibilities with all creation (Langdon, 

2009, p. 60; 80). Humans are linked to the land in symbolic, spiritual, and organic ways – a 

commonly stated concept being that the land does not belong to people, but people belong to 

the land (Luna, 2010, p. 93). Indigenous peoples are the land: “when Europeans began to 

change (and in aboriginal terms to destroy) the landscape in the process of what was called 

development, they began to change and destroy the aboriginal people who are that land” 

(Moongoong Darwung Aboriginal Association, 1978, in Salt, 1980, p. 3) 

This is reflected in Lucy’s expression of the importance of Nyikina people’s relationship with 

the land: “the Nyigina people’s relationship with the land is all connected with their way of life; 

“THE LAND IS PART OF US AND WE ARE PART OF THE LAND”. That is the whole basis of 

our culture” (Marshall & Pandanus Park Community, 1983, p. 1).  

This statement about the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River, or “lifeblood” of Nyikina people (Watson 

et al., 2011), echoes another one, from Professor Deborah McGregor, an Anishinaabe woman 
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from Whitefish River First Nation in Ontario, highlighting the similarities of Indigenous 

worldviews on their relationship with nature and country: 

The river itself is a source of the knowledge that people require in order to survive. This 

survival has a physical basis (we need water for our bodies), but it also has a spiritual 

(defining the role of humans in the world), emotional (providing strength and vision) 

and intellectual (developing the minds of the knowledge holders) aspects. (McGregor, 

2004, p. 85) 

Both women’s words reflect a strong intent to educate the broader public about notions of 

identity, selfhood, and, in Lucy’s case, about the values that are important to Nyikina people:  

 

 Mining companies and the government need to be Educated in order to understand our  

feelings and Life Style. Unless people can learn to respect the land as we do, we have  

no hope for the future of ourselves and our children (…) There is a lot of land in this big  

country, all of which belonged to us at one time, all we ask is for a small portion of it  

back, so we can live the way we want to. (Marshall & Pandanus Park Community, 

 1983,  p. 4) 

 

In a second letter to the inquiry, Lucy clarifies the importance of country to Nyikina people by 

listing Nyikina sacred sites, as well as the cattle stations that are significant to Nyikina people 

because they were born, worked and often died there. She also identifies the future potential 

of these stations as training grounds for the young generations, and for alcohol rehabilitation 

programs.  Lucy emphasizes, again, the need for unenclosed access to the river for all Nyikina 

people, and appeals to our common humanity: “we realize that your Inquiry cannot make law, 

however we feel that if our requests for land are met, especially for the Pandanus Park 

freehold, that all this will help us feel like real people again” (Marshall & Pandanus Park 

Community, 1983, p. 3).  

 

The Seaman Inquiry was beset by much hostility and resentment, coming from an anti-land 

rights campaign orchestrated by the mining sector and the Liberal government, and relayed by 

the press (Dodson, 1991, p. 333). Commissioner Paul Seaman made the following 

recommendations: that Aboriginal people get the right to veto mining; that a tribunal be set up 

to hear Aboriginal and claims; that Aboriginal resource agencies be established throughout 

Western Australia; that the Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972 be strengthened (Dodson, 1991, p. 

333).  
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In spite of these recommendations, the Labor government reneged on its electoral promises 

and rejected the Inquiry’s findings, replacing them with its own “statement of principles” 

(Dodson, 1991, pp. 334–335). A Committee was constituted, with representatives from various 

interests groups, such as the Australian Mining Industry Council, the Pastoralists and Graziers, 

the Primary Industry Association, the Chamber of Mines, the Department of Premier and 

Cabinet, the Commonwealth Government, and representatives from various Government 

Departments concerned with Aboriginal Affairs. The National Aboriginal Conference refused to 

be involved in the process. The whitewashing of the Aboriginal Land Inquiry ended with the 

Aboriginal Lands Bill (1985) failing to pass the Legislative Council under the Burke Labor 

Government (Barker, 2013).  

Over thirty years later, Lucy’s statements about the importance of country in her letters to the 

Seaman Inquiry are echoed in a number of our films. A discursive analysis of Lucy’s filmed 

conversations shows that place-naming, creation stories, people’s histories, are told by Lucy to 

communicate the Nyikina worldview, and teach the existence of a Nyikina world to people who 

may not see it (yet), or are not physically present in the space at the time: “Warloongarriy 

mean, in the wireless we put it on, that’s the only way we can show you because you’re too far 

away. And I’m down here, in West Kimberley” (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2011).  

 6.1.2 Seeing Nyikina Country 
 

On my first-ever week at Balkinjirr Community in 2007, I was taught my first and probably most 

valuable lesson by then 12-year-old Emma Rogers. Upon realising that I was about to go up 

the water tower to get some high-angle footage of the community, she said “my dad takes me 

up there sometimes - I love it!” and I replied, “that’s nice – so… what can you see from up 

there?” With no hesitation, and her brightest smile, she exclaimed: “you can see the whole 

world!” After trudging up three different sets of ladders with bulky camera equipment, I finally 

alighted on the narrow metal platform surrounding the water tank, about thirty-five metres high. 

Filled with built-up anticipation, I looked around, but all I could see was – nothing: just “scrub”, 

right up to the horizon and back, on every side, with the community at the centre. To my 

untrained, European eyes, it was a flat, rather dull and monotonous, landscape. And yet to 

Emma, it was her whole world, filled with familiar people and places, imbued with creation 

stories, and actual experiences and memories of home, culture, family, camping, campfire 

stories, swimming in billabongs, walking, driving, hunting, for almost as long as she had lived. 

To her, it was an extremely significant landscape.  

The next day, the experience was reiterated in another guise. In the four-wheel drive taking us 

to the billabong, I enquired how far it was from the community. Robert, Emma’s father, replied: 
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“not far, just over that hill over there”. Again, no matter how hard I looked, I could not see any 

hill - mainly flat ground, with perhaps, a slight hint of a rise. I said nothing, but started thinking.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

         

Photographs 36, 37, 38: Balkinjirr water tower and community (Courtesy of Alexander Hayes) 

If I was to work closely with Nyikina people, on Nyikina booroo, I was going to have to learn to 

see. “Learning to listen” had come naturally to me, and was an innate quality necessary to my 

trade as a filmmaker. But “learning to see” with another’s eyes, as well as mine, and to 

“translate” what they saw, on film, was probably the greatest challenge I was to ever face as a 

filmmaker – seeing, not only visually, but acquiring the deep, quiet awareness of one’s 

surroundings, known as Dadirri (Ungumerr-Baumann, 2017) or  Likarra, in Nyikina, or, as 

Colleen Hattersley puts it, learning to “listen with your eyes and see with your ears”. 

(Hattersley, cited in Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p, v).  

During the first two years of working with Nyikina women, it occurred to me that the one thing 

Lucy Marshall and Jeannie Warbie were most intent on was to educate both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people about the way Nyikina people see their country, through the sharing of 

oral stories relating to place, by naming the Nyikina world around us, or singing the songs 

related to a particular site or event. Most of our early work revolved around mapping significant 

Nyikina places on film, and recording the songs and stories for those places.  
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I have included a map below of some of the places we travelled to on country, and of locations 

mentioned throughout this thesis, to give the reader an understanding of the scale of the 

region.  

    

 
On several field trips between 2007 to 2017, I travelled to many places on Country with Lucy, 

Wabi, Anne, and other Nyikina people: Yallaroo (Yulleroo), Jarroorroo (Deep Creek), Bidan 

(Bidan Community), Nilababbakan (Nilabablica), Mount Jowlaenga, Yurmulun (Pandanus Park 

Community), Booloonkoonkoordany (Manguel Creek), Oongkalkada (Udialla Springs), 

Balkinjirr (Lower Liveringa), Jarlmadanka (Mount Anderson hill), Linankoordany (Mount 

Anderson cave), Jarlmadangah Burru Community, Boorroola (Derby), Ilynjinjoonoo, 

Moorlkoorroongoo (Mount Clarkson), Jirrinyinka (Jirrininga), Bangarrikan (Fraser River), 

Malabooroo (Valentine Island), Ilynbirri (Napier Ranges), Jimbalakudunj Community, 

Doodoodoo (thermal spring near Mount Wynne), Looma (Looma Community), Bindinyan 

(Upper Liveringa Billabong), Kalardiy (Upper Liveringa Homestead), Wankarrkoodany 

(Myroodah Crossing), Kakanbala (Myroodah Homestead), Koorlakoorlaboo (Luluigui Station 

Homestead), Mijirikan, Koolkarriya (Sandy Billabong, Noonkanbah), Kalijida (St George 

Ranges), and Windjana Gorge. Once we were ready to film, Lucy, and Wabi would first talk 

about the significance of the particular place through time, from Bookarrarra, through station 

times, to now. They always showed the utmost determination, it seemed, to not only share and 

Scale: 1:3300000 

Figure 17 – Some locations on booroo – adapted from the National Map (Data61, Department of 
Communications and the Arts, & Geoscience Australia, 2017) 
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re-affirm cultural and linguistic knowledge and identity, but also to position Nyikina people and 

country within “our” world. In so doing, they carried out the fundamentals of the 

anthropologist’s task as defined by Clifford Geertz, the importance of “seeing ourselves 

amongst others” (Geertz, 2008, p. 16): an acceptance that the Nyikina world had changed, 

that other people had come, but that there was and still is, a Nyikina world right here, that 

white people, kardiya, needed to see, listen to, become aware of, and understand. 

The very first time I met Lucy in Derby, in February 2007, and sat down with her to interview 

her, she told me the whole (public) Nyikina creation story of the Fitzroy River, Mardoowarra, by 

the ancestor Woonyoomboo and the snake, Yoongoorrookoo, in Nyikina language, as 

recounted in Chapter 1. I only understood fragments of the story when she then retold it in 

Kriol and English. It was only much later that I realised not only the significance of the story 

itself, but also of the act of telling it in this way for my first visit on Nyikina country. She was 

providing me with the fundamental understanding of Nyikina people’s place in the world 

(McGregor, 2004, pp. 73–74), and the rules for living in it. I later edited our documentary, 

Three Sisters, Women of High Degree (Poelina et al., 2015), to bring this story at the very front 

of it. This enabled the audience to be immediately taken into the Nyikina world of the women, 

as Lucy had done with me in 2007. 

 6.1.3 Naming Nyikina Country 
 
Visiting, showing, speaking and explaining country, Lucy’s intent is clearly to educate 

everyone about Nyikina people’s claim to place, to booroo – and our films have the ability to 

extend this process to others not present in the space at the time. This process of place-

naming, and therefore place-making, occurs at different levels: travelling on country, Lucy 

intermingles Bookarrarra, creation stories, but also more recent histories of Nyikina places, 

people and families throughout station times, ceremonies, and even contemporary events. 

She always describes, in Nyikina language, the tangible and intangible world around us. For 

instance, by identifying water sources and the origins of certain springs, like Jarroorroo, or by 

naming trees in Nyikina and explaining their different uses, Lucy is able to demonstrate her 

knowledge of Nyikina country and boundaries, as highlighted in the following two conversation 

excerpts: 

 

 That joonyboo101 tree, we make them boat, make them raft to swim across, make, what 

 do you call, woomera, coolamon… To float them across the river, that belong 

 Mardoowarra people, from people up here, this country, Nyikina people you know, they 

                                                
101 joonyboo: river corkwood tree with red seeds (Hattersley, 2014, p. 68) 
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 make them from corkwood tree, but only with this, woomera, only for throwing spear, 

 from this tree. And we are now standing up, what this place, Fraser River, Bangarrikan, 

 he running that way, Walambarr run this way, flat water, and the stockyard up there 

 where they go branding. (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009c)                                                          

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Photograph 39: Filming with Lucy at Bangarrikan (Fraser River), 2009102. 

Courtesy of Josh Marshall. 

 

 So people know their boundary and white man saying, they’re telling lie, they’re not  

telling lie, that’s the truth, every tree here he got Nyikina language name (…), 

that one is a strange tree, that paperbark on the other side, that’s Neem  

tree, he don’t belong this country, he come from oversea. Namalkan, koonoorroo103, 

 this  one is koonoorroo, that the cabbage gum they call it, snap gum or whatever you 

 call it, all the different trees we’ve got here, see, all these trees. Namalkan, koonoorroo,  

wangkaya104, warimba105, they’re all Nyikina. And there is a  

different wattle tree still, you can make spear, kanawoon106. Yirrakooloo,  

yirrakooloo107, he make burn your skin if they put a spear through your leg.  

He plenty up at Jirrgaly Creek, by Christ they are, and some down in Logue Creek.  

                                                
102 The filmmaker being positioned at a higher angle to Lucy raises a question of power in the aesthetics 
of the shot. However, this angle was deliberate. We were standing on top of the hill overlooking Fraser 
River Country. This is an important place for Nyikina people, and Lucy was explaining the landscape 
behind her – in order to be able to get both Lucy and the landscape in the shot, I had to be filming from 
this standpoint.  
103 koonoorroo: cabbage gum tree (Hattersley, 2014, p. 85) 
104 wangkaya: pindan wattle (acacia tumida) (Hattersley, 2014, p. 128) 
105 warimba: Bauhinia Tree (lysiphyllum cunninghamii) (Hattersley, 2014, p. 129) 
106 kanawoon: dark gold wattle good for making spears (Hattersley, 2014, p.74) 
107 yirrakooloo: kind of wattle (acacia eriopoda), used for spears (Hattersley, 2014, p. 142) 
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They’re all these little things, they’re in Nyikina dialects, he go right back to Deep 

 Creek, and come back, and he go right back to Jangbirr, and in Jangbirr he come back, 

 right back this way, right back to what name, Point Torment, go back. 

 (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2012) 

 

In every filmed conversation that I have had with Wabi over the past eleven years, often sitting 

in Anne’s house in Broome, mapping Nyikina place names and discussing archival documents 

unearthed throughout the course of my research, Wabi’s primary intent has always been to tell 

stories of Nyikina country on film – particularly about the creation of the Mardoowarra. She 

always impresses on the listener how the story, and the ancestors are still present in the 

landscape today:  

 

 No Woonynoomboo, no river. (…) Next time you go river, you can hear him sing out  

(hooooiy). When we fishing, we can hear him sing out – that’s Woonyoomboo now. 

Woonyoomboo belong river, you can’t see him, you can hear him sing out, we got to 

 look back. He sing out like a man. (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2010d) 

 

Over the years, we have also travelled together to important places on country, such as 

Manguel Creek (Booloonkoonkoordany), as described in Chapter 1. Manguel Creek is a very 

significant place for Wabi: this is where her ray (spirit child) comes from, her grandfather’s 

country. We have been there many times – part of Wabi’s well-being lies in returning to this 

place as often as she can, to let the old people know that she is still there, caring for her 

Country. Not far from Manguel Creek is a tree, which holds cool, clean spring water in its 

roots. Both Manguel Creek and the tree feature in our film, Three Sisters, Women of High 

Degree (Poelina et al., 2015).  

This is what Wabi calls the “living water” of the Mardoowarra: a complex, interconnected 

system of soaks, billabongs, springs and river channels, in which springs and soaks play a 

vital role in the dry season, when the main river dries up: “living water – can’t get him dry. 

River dry – no river you know. This one living water. That creek this one finish. He got dry river 

now. This one can’t get dry – living water you know” (J. Warbie, Personal Communiation, 

2010d).  

And this “living water” is what she is afraid will be destroyed by extractive industries - one of 

the reasons why she wants the films to be made. Damaging “living water” does not only affect 

the water source, but the whole fabric of Nyikina society and cosmology (Haebich, Trinca, & 

Gaynor, 2002, p. 50).  
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 That bad you know. You got mining there, you kill them all that water there, when they  

dig them that mining, where they going to clean them, where they going put them, you  

going to poison them water, we’re gonna stop no water, and that living water too, what  

name, because he belong that what name, living water. And what we gonna do, when  

they poison them, that thing, washing, digging them that what name mine, they gonna 

 let go of that water, rubbish water, what we gonna do. We don’t want them that mine. 

 We have to stop them. Mardoowarra, very important for Nyikina people. We don’t want 

 to poison him. Mardoowarra belong to us, Nyikina people. Very important. (J. Warbie, 

 Personal Communication, 2010d) 

 

 Yoongoorrookoo, he gonna die. Inside we can’t see him, but he gonna die, because he  

poisoned. River, Woonyoomboo been make it that river, first time no river. Only little  

billabong. Little one, that’s all. Yoongoorrookoo, Woonyoomboo been making that river.  

And what we gonna do. Nothing. That’s why we fighting hard. (J. Warbie, Personal 

 Communication, 2011) 

 

In a similar vein, Lucy also often expresses her concerns about the entities living in the land 

when they are impacted by development. In a conversation in 2009 at Ilyjinjoonoo, she brings 

into existence a different reality to the one perceived by kardiya people – my daughter, Manon 

McDuffie, then five, still remembers and talks about the cheeky little people Lucy told her not 

to upset by taking shells out of the dry river bed on this particular trip.  

 

 I don't know what the little people gonna do, they’ll have to leave that hill over there,  

they’re for them, ray, you gonna meet these little people over here in the homestead.  

That big, they look around like this, they can peek, where you come from.  

 (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009a) 

 

 Mount Jowlaenga is a very important place. Old man Ilynjinjoonoo, that hill this other  

side, because they damaged that other side of the hill, finish now, and the young 

 people lives in them. The spirits live in that people. You go there by yourself and you’ll 

 find them. Yeah. Little people, ray. They’ll have no house when they break all that rock  

down (…) (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2013) 

 

Entities living on the country also offer warnings for intruders – and sometimes the“cheeky” ray 

may take on a more sinister character: “big mob ray come from there. They can belt you, if 
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they want to, that ngarri108, ray. They can mark you two strangers in that place” (L. Marshall, 

Personal Communication, 2012) 

 

 6.1.4 Assertions: “Being-in-the-World” 
 

Both Lucy and Wabi’s repetitive acts of place-naming, and story-telling of place, could be 

construed as “assertions” in the way Heidegger defines the term: a means of stating the 

Nyikina way of “being-in-the world”, and of bringing this world into existence for others: 

 

 Assertions are themselves essential to the very fabric of our being-in-the-world,  

constituting at once both how we are with others and things within the world and how  

they are with us. In other words, assertions are part of the existential status of 

 discourse. (Dahlstrom, 2013, p. 13) 

 

In naming and therefore bringing places, stories, and people into existence, Heidegger’s 

notion of projection or “thrownness” (Heidegger, 1962) is critical, because it suggests that an 

understanding of the world exists prior to human speech, and that naming the world gives 

humans access to that “being-in-the-world” state (Heidegger, 1962, p. 204).  Gadamer 

explored this further by arguing that every language constitutes a world-view, because what 

we know of the world, our representation of it, depends on how each individual language 

names the world it exists in (Gadamer, 1982, p. 365; 394–396). By naming the world around 

them in Nyikina language, Lucy and Wabi not only re-affirm the existence of their Nyikina 

world, but bring it into existence, time and time again, on film, for others to understand and to 

see: “we got rules, we got our language, Nyikina. Language take us right up to our boundary, 

who were are. West, east, north, south. Doesn’t matter which way we travel” (L. Marshall, 

Personal Communication, 2013).  

 

 [Woonyoomboo] walked from Yeeda (Moorrool Moorrool), through Dambalkoodany, to  

Mijirikan. He been poisoning fish at Mijirikan. Majirribal109. The Yoongoorrookoo took off 

when he was speared. He split the river in two - that side Noonkanbah - other river 

going from Cherabun, this one here this side now. From Derby, right up to Nyikina, 

right up where Woonyoomboo stops, at Mijirikan, that's all Nyikina.  (J. Warbie, 

Personal Communication, 2010a) 

                                                
108 Ngarri: spirit, devil (Hattersley, 2014, p. 115) 
109 Majirribal: fish spear (Hattersley, 2014, p. 96) 
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In the process of travelling on country and naming places, objects or entities in the land, we 

are not mapping country topographically as in a conventional, scientific cartography of 

territory: as noted before, names are not always fixed, spatio-temporal entities on a precise 

Cartesian grid (Ayre, 2002, p. 117), but are loaded with multiple layers of meaning. As 

Tamisari explains in her work with Yolgnu people in Arnhem land, names “derive from and 

refer to the unique cosmogonic events and actions performed by Ancestral Beings at particular 

places” (Tamisari, 2002, pp. 87–88). The Ancestors’ travels are manifested into names – in the 

Woonyoomboo story, as related in Chapter 1, the Mardoowarra is created by the Ancestor 

Woonyoomboo naming all the places along the river, from Moorool-Moorool right up to 

Mijirikan (Madjulla Inc, 2009b). Aboriginal place names are therefore a connection between 

people, places and ancestors (Tamisari, 2002, p. 93), and in both reflecting and defining 

events, ceremonies and boundaries, they provide a complex way of “being-in-the-world” 

(Heidegger, 1962).   

 

Being-in-country also means more recent stories of place can be re-told, particularly for young 

Aboriginal people to understand their history, their connections to different places in Nyikina 

country, and the events that brought about their current situation, as well as the social issues 

they are experiencing. Muecke suggests that stories told on country are not only Bookarrarra 

Photograph 40 (Magali McDuffie): Mijirikan, where Woonyoomboo speared the snake, 

Yoongoorrookoo, that created the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River. 
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stories from a long time ago, but interact with the present-day context, integrating social issues 

and problems within their narrative structures (Muecke & Roe, 1983, p. viii).  

Travelling to Ilynbirri with her family, for instance, enabled Lucy to relate the protracted 

resistance campaign of Jandamarra (Pigeon) in the same area, during which two of her 

grandfathers’ brothers were killed (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009b). This 

traumatic event precipitated her grandfather’s move to Upper Liveringa Station to protect his 

young family. Lucy’s mother was then born on the station, which is why Lucy’s family has a 

continued association with this particular place.  

In a similar vein, going to the old Upper Liveringa Homestead is always an opportunity, for 

Wabi, to recount her working days on the station, at a time when she and her family were 

domestic servants to the pastoralist’s family – sitting on the old homestead’s terrace, where 

her bosses used to sit, she recounts the hard times of gardening, cooking, washing, sweeping 

and cleaning from sun up to sun down, in our film, Three Sisters, Women of High Degree 

(Poelina et al. 2015).  

In telling stories of place, Lucy and Wabi also “apprehend” their world - places are not just 

simple locations, but are imbued with other abstractions, signifiers, events and processes 

(Whitehead, 1926, p. 72) invisible to the untrained eye or ear. Thus, in re-affirming and re-

claiming place, stories, history, and people in this way, on film, Lucy and Wabi are intent to put 

“Nyikina on the map”, as Lucy calls it. While colonisers reinforced their hold on newly claimed 

territories with a mapping process and land title system portraying their own perception of that 

space and its reality (Scott, 1998, pp. 49–51), Lucy proclaims it is now time for the Nyikina 

reality to be seen, and acknowledged:  

 

 When we get our Culture Centre, our Culture Centre, that’s a Nyikina Culture Centre,  

Ngarinyin and all for languages they got Wandjina. Wandjina he still belong to us too.  

But we want to get this Nyikina Culture, put it on the map, in Derby. Yimardoowarra,  

because unfortunately, we was born on the riverside. So we got to carry it out. 

 (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009c) 

 

Having witnessed Mangala, Walmajarri, and Ngarinyin people displaced onto Nyikina land, 

where they were welcomed by Nyikina people, Lucy alludes here to the fact that the 

Mowanjum Arts Centre of the Ngarinyin people outside Derby is quite well-known. However, 

Nyikina people do not have a space, yet, on their own country, which signifies to people that 

they are travelling on Nyikina country. For Lucy, the proposed plan for a Nyikina Cultural 

Centre in Derby will enable the Nyikina story to be told into the future, and the Nyikina world to 
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continue to exist. In this, the medium of film is vital: Lucy wants that nganka (story) to carry on, 

long after she has passed away, so upcoming generations can learn about the Nyikina way. 

The Nyikina Cultural Centre is seen as a space where past and present Nyikina stories, 

recorded on film, can come together in a modern way, using film and digital technologies to 

sustain them into the future. 

 

This place-making process, or place-basedness, as Mario Blaser calls it (Blaser, 2004, pp. 29–

31), is an important concept for Indigenous peoples across the world: specific, local 

worldviews and values, often come to clash with so-called “modern”, European values, seen 

as universal. The concept of place is paramount: it is made up of both vertical threads which 

ground place in specific histories and landscapes, and of horizontal threads which stem from 

connections with other spaces (Blaser, 2004). Local place specificity, in the Western 

paradigm, is often overlooked for a more universal, but disjointed sense of place. This in turn 

sees models replicated across the world without any regard for their own specificities and 

attributes. In consistently speaking Nyikina places into being, Lucy and Wabi are constantly 

recalling and strengthening those vertical threads, and in doing so re-claiming a Nyikina sense 

of place and identity, which colonisation, through mapping, building, and developing over, has 

eroded. Thus Nyikina knowledge, inseparable from the place where it stems from, is seeded 

into others, progressively revealing to them the existence of a Nyikina world beneath the 

surface layer perceived by their untrained eye.  

Non-Aboriginal researchers, anthropologists, or scientists working with Aboriginal people 

therefore need to learn to understand a world they do not see, or cannot see (yet). As Ayre 

argues, an environmental science approach is often representationalist and disembodies the 

object of the study, for example a management plan, from the actual place (Ayre, 2002, p. 

171). She contends that the Yolgnu approach to drafting a management plan is built on a non-

representationalist methodology of knowledge-making, in which a Yolgnu man travels through 

the landscape, “evoking names in place”, telling stories of people and events, “massaging” the 

knowledge into a draft management plan. Ayre uses the term “journeying-mapping” to 

describe this methodology - a way of imparting, recording and making knowledge which does 

not separate it from the world known (Ayre, 2002, p. 171). This approach is similar to Lucy 

naming and telling stories of places while travelling on Nyikina country, not only naming them 

into existence but also fundamentally altering the understanding of non-Nyikina people’s of 

Nyikina places, provided that they do listen and hear:  

 

 And in listening you should also try to hear what he is saying: that things have always  
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been the same, but that they are different now; that as long as his people can speak 

 out clearly, their culture will live on. (Muecke & Roe, 1983, p. ix) 

 

According to Heidegger’s notion of “hearing”, this listening could perhaps constitute the most 

important part of speaking country into existence: 

 

 Hearing is constitutive for discourse. And just as linguistic utterance is based on  

discourse, so is acoustic perception on hearing. Listening to… is Dasein110’s existential  

way of Being-open as Being-with-for Others. Indeed, hearing constitutes the primary  

and authentic way in which Dasein is open for its own most potentiality-for-Being (…)’ 

 (Heidegger, 1962, p. 206) 

Film, being both a listening device and a means to propagate the women’s assertions 

(Dahlstrom, 2013) in time and space, is therefore a critical methodological tool in the process 

of place-making.  

This place-basedness (Blaser, 2004, pp. 29–31), is a stark contrast to contemporary socio-

economic constructs. As Anna Tsing emphasises, most humans have become alienated from 

place. The capitalist “dream of alienation”, in which places are simply abandoned once they 

have been used up as a singular asset, produces only ruins, and “spaces of abandonment” 

(Tsing, 2015, pp. 5–6). In our current neo-liberal  economies, once assets in a place are gone, 

the search for new ones begins elsewhere. People become global citizens, pursuing global 

goals. Multinationals are not from the place they want to exploit - they are from nowhere, 

placeless. They are part of an alienated culture which perpetually alienates others from place. 

People in place - on booroo - are then left alone to deal with the cumulative impacts (Tsing, 

2015, p. 6) of this asset-stripping mentality.  

In this context, film enables both Lucy and Wabi to continue to educate, and renew their calls 

for support from the wider community, as well as to express their fears about extractive 

industries – always grounding their discourse in Nyikina booroo:  

 

 Nganka Nyikina, that’s my language. I’m Nyikina. Mardoowarra. Mardoowarra means,  

it’s the river. Fitzroy River, where it flows to the saltwater in Derby, to the King Sound.  

And if that goes with all this mining what they’re talking about everwhere, it’s really 

 really bad. The country now is terrible. That’s fragile country. There is nothing gonna 

                                                
110 Dasein: from the German “da”, here, and “sein”, being. For Heidegger, this is the essence of the 
human experience: being-in-the-world, present with the world, aware of it, alone with oneself in the 
company of others through time (Heidegger, 1962) 
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 be left. You can see it, you’ve seen it, you seen it in the movie, you seen it in the 

 picture. Everywhere we go, we can’t get kangaroo, we can’t get turkey, emu, or 

 goanna, because we got frog coming down, cane toad coming down. How can we 

 destroy that? Now we got machine coming down! Digging up all these holes and boring 

 holes, and you know, some of them are very arrogant in the country nowadays. This 

 has got to be  stopped. (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2011)  

 

 We want them, country belong to us, place you know, Country. River and sea, for 

 fishing, not for mining. No mining here, no mining riverside, no mining… all other side. 

 No mining. Tell him. We don’t want them poison. Poison them river. We want them 

 river for any kind fish. We been born along the river. (J. Warbie, Personal 

 Communication, 2011) 

 

      Photograph 41: Balkinjirr Billabong (Courtesy of Alexander Hayes) 

 

The ability to tell stories and to be listened to is not only therapeutic, as discussed in my 

research design chapter (kalara): our films’ power lies in the transmission of stories to others, 

through narrative discourse (Muecke & Roe, 1983, p. ix). By grounding their stories in the 
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Nyikina landscape and Bookarrarra, Lucy and Wabi are able to voice their concerns about the 

current issues Nyikina people face, demonstrating that connections to and constructs of 

Country, or ground – booroo – are at the centre of Nyikina cosmology, social actions and 

interactions (Fogarty, 2010, p. 121), and aspirations for the future.  

Thus the Nyikina discourse gets anchored in country through assertions in language 

(Dahlstrom, 2013) and place, then goes out into the world111, via our films, and always comes 

back to country. This is encapsulated in the following statement by Wabi. When asked to 

speak in a short video to greet the audience of our film in England at the 10th Native Spirits 

Festival, Wabi immediately spoke Nyikina, greeting the audience in her language first, from 

her country (emphasising nganka and booroo), and then explained the following:  

 

 I fight for my country 

 We fight for this country, for us… Nyikina Country 

 River… We are fighting. Hard work.  

 You can help me with my work.  

 Help me… Fighting for that river.  

 I want them, river.  

 Thank you for watching me there in England.  

 I am Nyikina. From river. From river. I am from river.  

 Thank you for watching my movie in England.  

 Thank you I said… For everybody. (Warbie & McDuffie, 2016) 

 
6.2 Place-Making: Living on Nyikina Country - Lucy 
 
Having established that booroo is at the centre of Lucy and Wabi’s preoccupations for 

community development, I will now examine how this notion is translated into their everyday 

lives. In her interviews, Lucy often refers to the importance of young people living and learning 

on Nyikina country, and attributes the social dysfunction she observes and lives with in her 

hometown of Derby to the fact that young Nyikina people are not taught about country and are 

not physically engaging with it in space and time:  

 

 Why we need to see the Culture Centre, because Nyikina, half of the kids been grown 

                                                
111 Because of the nature of digital networks, it is often impossible for us to tell where our films are going 
to be shown. Social media networks such as YouTube, Vimeo, Facebook, Twitter, and festival platforms 
such as Withoutabox, disseminate information on our public films internationally.  
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 up without the story, they grow up in Derby, and bits and pieces we been telling them 

 in the river. We never went back to the river to poison the river with majala. This is the 

 oxygen, make fish drunk… Get the fish. (…) Why is the Culture Centre important. 

 Because it is very important for young Aboriginal people because they don’t know their 

 culture, they don’t know their language, they haven’t got that dignity, no shouting, today 

 they got no respect for themselves, they got no respect for their Elders, they got no 

 respect for anybody. Wrong. That’s where we got to teach them. In the ground… This 

 is Nyikina ground, they got to respect it. (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2007) 

 

 They say, mother and father don’t teach us. Of course they don’t teach us, because 

 they’re in town. They left their country behind, their rights. They’re in town. What we’re 

 doing now, is taking them back. Oh well, I’m trying hard to take them back, because 

 I’ve got no house and I got no, any money to start them off, and water and food, a 

 blanket. The majala is the rules of the Dreamtime story, how you can look after it. Do 

 you want to poison the river altogether or you want to save the river altogether? You 

 got to follow the majala story... (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2010) 

 

Living on Nyikina country is paramount to Lucy’s life: in the last few years, she has been 

alternating her living arrangements between her house in Derby, and her house at the more 

remote Bidan Community, an hour and a half away from Derby. Visiting Lucy in Derby I often 

find her holding court in her old, ramshackle, fibrocement house near the Derby hospital. A 

discarded, 40-year old hospital bed takes up much of the front room, giving her an unbeatable 

view of the crossroads out front – and her eagle eyes don’t miss much. She will often sit there, 

or on a chair on her small deck, interacting with everyone who goes past, and welcoming a 

constant stream of family, friends and other visitors.  

Now she has got older and more frail, she only spends weekends and holidays at Bidan 

(formerly known as Bedunburra), where she stays with her son Boonyah (Terry Marshall), 

daughter-in-law Mel, and their three young children, Keegan, Freedom and Rashid. Boonyah 

and Mel, an archaeologist and PhD scholar at the Australian National University, have been 

instrumental in supporting Lucy in making her vision for Bidan become a reality. So has Tina 

McMahon, Lucy’s daughter, who also lives at Bidan with her partner Steve. 
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Both Derby and Bidan are on Nyikina country, but for many people in the Kimberley, smaller, 

“dry” communities often are a preferred alternative to living in town (Sullivan, 1996, p. 26). 

Derby and Broome have some of the worst rates of alcohol and methamphetamine abuse in 

Western Australia. The use of methamphetamine, in particular, has been on the rise in the last 

few years within the Aboriginal community, and has lead to a significant increase in domestic 

violence and youth suicide (Collins, 2014).  

As far back as 2004, Lucy was lamenting about the impact of drugs on young Aboriginal 

people in Derby:  

 

 They started off sniffing petrol, then sniffing glue. Now we got this big drug problem in  

Derby community. Drug and alcohol is very dangerous. We’re living in a dangerous 

 area now. Dangerous life for young generation. And nothing we can do about it. That’s 

 very sad. There was three victims in one week in Derby from drugs. We just been to 

 two funerals for young men. That’s from drugs. And there was another funeral today. 

 They stopped petrol sniffing. We got big heavy drugs in Derby now. It’s really sad.  

 (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 99) 

Photograph 42: Lucy talking on film at Bidan Community (Courtesy of Ian Perdrisat) 
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Lucy has experienced the ravages drug use can cause in her own family, and often deplores 

the fact that most young Nyikina people grow up in Derby without spending time in the bush. 

This very much underpins her aspirations for the setting up of a Nyikina Cultural Centre, the 

continuation of cultural camps on the river, and the implementation of training and educational 

programs in outstations like Bidan.  

 
 6.2.1 Bidan Community Development 

 

In this part of the chapter, I examine the long-term community development processes put in 

place by Lucy and her family at Bidan, as they are representative of Lucy’s aspirations for 

youth education, cultural maintenance, and sustainable community development.  

Bidan was loosely established in 1985 on an old “camp” people used to stop at when moving 

between pastoral stations, communities, and towns for work, to visit family, for ceremony, or 

just travelling and hunting (Department of Planning & Western Australian Planning 

Commission, 2011, pp. 6–7).  

 

 Bidan means, dry surface, no water, you got to know where the water is, the soak 

 belong here. And people used to walk from river, back this way, with a billycan of 

 water,  and water bag of water, they made it to Roebuck Plains, all the way along… 

 (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2012) 

 

As such Bidan is important for Nyikina people, in several ways: historically, socially, and 

emotionally, in the fact that it is a “lived locale” (Merlan, 1998, p. 72). Aboriginal families have 

shared stories, and memories, old and new, and a strong attachment to the place because of 

this. Spiritually and traditionally, it is also a place on Nyikina country imbued with creation 

stories from Bookarrarra – denoting Aboriginal people’s diversified consciousness of place and 

meanings of country (Merlan, 1998, p. 72). 

The Bidan Layout Plan Report, prepared by the Bidan Aboriginal Corporation in 2011, states 

that the community is “made up of a small group of dedicated families who are strong in their 

teaching of the Nyikina language and Yimardoowarra culture”. (Department of Planning & 

Western Australian Planning Commission, 2011, p. 7) 

Bidan is located halfway between Broome and Derby, on the Great Northern Highway, in the 

Shire of Derby-West Kimberley.  The community is managed by the Bidan Aboriginal 

Corporation (BAC), of which Lucy is the Chairperson. The permanent population in Bidan 



 215 

numbers 12 people, and reaches an occasional population of 25 when people come to live 

temporarily at the community (Department of Planning & Western Australian Planning 

Commission, 2011, p. 8). The community has an operating workshop, is responsible for its 

own supply of electricity through a solar / diesel generator, for the maintenance of its internal 

access roads, and manages its own waste (Department of Planning & Western Australian 

Planning Commission, 2011, pp. 16–18). A Kindergarten is located at the community, but 

primary and secondary school education is provided through the Kimberley School of the Air 

(KSOTA) and the Schools for Isolated and Distance Education (SIDE). Employment at the 

community is somewhat limited, although a headstone manufacturing business is now being 

operated by Lucy’s son Boonyah (Terry Marshall) and his wife Mel. Nyikina-Mangala Rangers 

also use the community as a base when working in the area, but the main job markets remain 

in Broome and Derby, both about an hour and a half away from the community (Department of 

Planning & Western Australian Planning Commission, 2011, p. 2). On the longer term, the 

community would like to expand, with the aim of 120 permanent residents living at Bidan within 

the next ten to fifteen years: quite a few Aboriginal families in Derby have already expressed 

the wish to leave town and move there. The community is therefore planning to install 

additional power and construct more houses, with the view to develop not only the residential 

area, but also a tourism enterprise (Department of Planning & Western Australian Planning 

Commission, 2011, p. 4).  

The community held several planning workshops over four years (2009 to 2013), which I 

documented on film for community archival and research purposes. This also enabled me to 

gain a better understanding of the community members’ long-term aspirations. The statements 

below are excerpts of filmed conversations recorded with the workshop participants. Lucy’s 

son Terry (Boonyah), her daughter Tina, and their extended families, were instrumental in 

organising the envisioning workshops and reporting on their outcomes.  

 

 Bidan is in a good situation here, it’s half-way between two towns, Broome and Derby,  

you know we could start a good tourism business sort of thing, ranging from tag along  

tours, like the rock-up caravans, even just having a little caravan park here, you know,  

even just show them what we’ve got here, teach them a bit about the culture, how to  

respect the land, how to look after their land, what belongs to the land, you know, all 

 that sort of stuff. (T. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009) 

 

The overarching vision of the community is ultimately to become self-sustainable and 

independent from welfare money from the government. Community members aim to provide 

long-term employment opportunities, by setting up a small shop, health care facilities, and a 
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tourism business (Department of Planning & Western Australian Planning Commission, 2011, 

p. 9), as envisaged by Tina McMahon, Lucy’s daughter, during the 2009 planning session:  

 

 I really would like to see Bidan be self-sufficient, not relying on outside agencies for this  

or for that, you know (…), not be accountable to outside agencies, except ourselves, so  

if we stuff up, it’s on our own back. (T. McMahon, Personal Communication, 2009) 

 

Boonyah, echoes this sentiment: “I just see this place get up and going, be self-sufficient to 

help others to help themselves, you know, to get going”. (T. Marshall, Personal 

Communication, 2009)  

  

The Bidan Aboriginal Corporation’s stated objectives also reflect Lucy’s and her family’s vision 

and ideals for what they would like to see happen on Nyikina country:  

 

 The corporation aims to provide direct relief from poverty, sickness, suffering, 

 destitution, misfortune, distress and helplessness to all Aboriginal people in the 

 Kimberley Region of Western Australia without discrimination and to include, but 

 without limiting the generality of the above, the following: 

(a) To support the social development of its members in all ways; 

(b) To help to bring about the self support of its members by the development of  

economic projects and industries; 

 (c) To support education, job training, health services, work and housing for its  

members; 

 (d) To help and encourage its members to manage their affairs upon their own lands; 

 (e) To help and encourage its members to keep and renew their traditional culture; 

 (f) To ensure the health, well-being and education of our young people; 

 (g) To help build trust and friendship between its members and other people; 

 (h) To participate with other Aboriginal Corporations in projects for their mutual benefit;  

and 

 (i) To receive and spend grants of money from the Government of the Commonwealth 

 or of the State or from other sources. 

 (Department of Planning & Western Australian Planning Commission, 2011, p. 10) 

 

In 2014, the Aboriginal Land Trust handed back 73 hectares of land in freehold to the Bidan 

Community (“Land returned to Nyikina Mangala people,” 2014). The handover was made 

official in a ceremony at Bidan attended by the Western Australian Minister for Aboriginal 

Affairs Peter Collier. Lucy’s statements at the ceremony echo her submission to the Seaman 
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Inquiry, and sum up her aspirations for the future of Bidan community:  

 

 It [the handover] means they can look after the land all their lives – study up, the young  

people now, the young generation and at the school, and link up with everything (…) it  

starts with the land – having it back in our hands is how it should be, we’ll care for it 

 and work out what is best for our community. (Office of the Registrar of Indigenous 

 Corporations, 2014) 

 

The focus of Lucy’s aspirations for Bidan is to take care of the young generations of Aboriginal 

people who are affected by the impacts of drugs and alcohol, high incarceration rates, 

domestic violence, and poverty, within their family and wider community. In order to do this, 

Lucy and other community members foresee a three-pronged approach: learning on country 

(Fogarty, 2010), learning life skills, and job training and readiness.  

 

 

 
 

    

 

 

   

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 6.2.2 The Intercultural Space: Learning On Country 
 
Learning about, and learning to see the Nyikina world, underpins all other subsequent forms of 

training. Young people have to get out of the towns, and learn to see and think, the Nyikina 

way – “rule Nyikina” as Lucy calls it (Poelina et al., 2015): “it is very very important for them to 

learn their language… Learn, see, think, to be aware of everything that’s going on: up in the 

sky, down in the ground” (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2007). “I got to be strong for 

Photograph 43: Handing back the land (Office of the Registrar of Indigenous Corporations, 2014) 
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these kids to understand what is it all about! Who they are and what they are. Where they 

come from. And look after the land” (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2013).  

In learning on and through country (Fogarty, 2010), young people would be able to take care 

of their land, to regain their liyan, the knowledge of Nyikina cosmology, of creation stories, of 

the boundaries of Nyikina country, so that they can stay safe. 

Only then can they develop the other life skills they need to go through the Western education 

system and job training opportunities: learning in and about the two worlds is deemed as 

necessary: “that’s how my kids have got respect for Aboriginal people today, because I trained 

them in both cultures” (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, p. 44).  

Lucy’s daughter Tina recalls Lucy’s determination for her children to get a Western education, 

to be able to “talk back” to the kardiya (Marshall & Hattersley, 2004, pp. 58–59):  

 

 We grew up knowing things, Mum taught us, we had our grandmother there as well, we  

learned stuff from them, but then, when I do remember I came home from school one  

day, and Jane and myself were both speaking pidgin English and mum backhanded 

 the two of us, and she said I send you to school to talk like a white person, not to talk 

 like a blackfella, so there is two sides here, and you got to learn about your culture, you 

 got to learn your language, it’s good to have. (T. McMahon, Personal Communication, 

 2009) 

 

On the surface, Lucy’s understanding of education, and her vision for Bidan, appear to bear 

some of the hallmarks of the “two-way learning” and “biculturalism” concepts (Harris, 1990; 

Fogarty, 2010, p. 126) – namely that two separate cultures exist and that education can 

address both by keeping them separate. This notion was challenged by Ralph Folds, who 

argues that mainstream education is itself foreign to local cultures, and that Aboriginal 

knowledge transmission often consists in grafting only the more traditional aspects of 

Aboriginal culture onto a mainstream curriculum (Folds, 1987; Fogarty, 2010, p. 127) – a 

somewhat tokenistic approach. Fogarty also criticises this enforced dichotomy by examining 

the synergies between the two systems rather than their differences, and how learning through 

country may promote a way for both Aboriginal and mainstream education to work together 

(Fogarty, 2010). In parallel to these perspectives on education, one must also recognise the 

transformative impacts that white activities (Merlan, 1998, p. 73), such as pastoralism, have 

had on Aboriginal cultures. New practices have been fluidly integrated into Aboriginal ways of 

thinking and doing, creating an intercultural space in which change and continuity constantly 

intersect (Merlan, 1998, p. 73; 180).  



 219 

Lucy’s vision of education and training, far from being limited to a “two-way” dichotomy, very 

much reflects this intercultural understanding, and is, I believe, much more holistic. It is in fact 

closer to Fogarty’s concept of learning through country. Her main aim for Bidan community is 

to bring out young Aboriginal people onto Nyikina country to teach them their culture “in the 

ground” (L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009c) and to ease them into a more 

“blended” education, underpinned by the influence of pastoralism on Nyikina cultural practices. 

In fact, as far as training programs are concerned, Lucy foresees training in land management, 

fencing, concreting, bore maintenance, market gardening, mechanical work, cattle handling, 

truck loading and driving, machinery operation, carpentry, and cooking (L. Marshall, Personal 

Communication, 2009c). While at first this proposal could suggest a certain nostalgia for the 

old station days, which is often expressed by people of Lucy’s generation, it also renders 

visible the existence of the intercultural space (Merlan, 1998) in which Nyikina people live 

today. It is not only representative of Nyikina culture’s adaptability and flexibility in weighing up 

and adopting new practices, but also of the importance of individual autonomy within a wider 

community, as described by Myers in his seminal work, Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self (1986). 

By going beyond the values and meanings imposed by the dominant power – the cultural 

arbitrary (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990), Lucy rejects a highly hierarchical socio-political system 

which has so far done little for her people, and is seen to impinge on individuals’ autonomy 

(Myers, 1986, p. 266) and well-being. Instead, Lucy implements her own cultural actions in 

what she views as a shared space, and proposes new alternatives to the pedagogic action of 

the dominant culture (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990, p. xv), rising against the institutionalisation 

of her cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986).  

As Merlan suggests, the intercultural space is “a place of encounter rather than enclosure” 

(Merlan, 1998, cited in Hunt et al., 2008, p. 130). Transcending the institutional limitations 

imposed by the dominant power, young people can go back on Nyikina country to be taught 

their culture, the Nyikina way, as well as receive a more Western education, without the two 

being mutually exclusive or completely separated. Rather, Lucy and her family see this 

practical “station” training as a way to learn discipline, become confident and independent, 

trusting in themselves and others, and gain useful life skills for the future, whilst enjoying a 

constant, consensual re-negotiation of their connectedness (Myers, 1986, p. 270):  

 

 Teamwork, never been taught, nothing. You know, come on, shower, sit down, have a  

smoke if you’re a smoker, if you drink you got to go to the roadhouse, and drink, but 

 you can find your way back. Those are things we got to do… Talk about respect, and  

identity, reality, bring them back to who they are, to have a yarn, talk about what you’ve  
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done, where you went, they don’t know having a yarn, nothing. These are the things 

 we got to teach them now. Put everything away when you’re finished with it, don’t 

 throw them down here or over there, go to sleep, tools got to be put away (…). One 

 might like to go out windmill working, one might like to go out fitting all the engines, 

 cleaning up, filling up diesel and that. These are things on the card now, because they 

 don’t know how to start that engine up, because nobody taught them, not even in the 

 school they’re  not teaching them. And that’s what you call independent. (L. Marshall, 

 Personal Communication, 2009c) 

 

 Just to give them a good idea about, you know, how to maintain machinery, we might  

build something together, or put up a fence, you know, so they can learn something 

 they can take away with them, you know, feel good about themselves. Anything, they 

 can get out in the big world then, just to help themselves really (…) To build young 

 people’s confidence you have to trust them, they have to trust you, mainly working 

 together in a big family sort of thing. Just to give them a chance so that they can know 

 in their own self that they can actually do anything in their life (…) 

 (T. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2009) 

 

 The youth program is basically about inviting young people to come out and stay here 

 for a fixed term, so to speak, maybe one semester of the school year, and here we’d  

organise relevant training for them to get their driver’s licenses, medicare card, bank  

accounts, basic things that people in town just take for granted, they can just walk in, 

 but kids from communities don’t have that knowledge, that accessible to them (...) 

Yeah, just getting them ready for employment, teaching them work ethics which a lot of  

kids today don’t have, so hopefully we get a good result there.  

 (T. McMahon, Personal Communication, 2009) 

  

6.3 Place-making: Sharing Country 
 

This space of interculturality (Merlan, 1998) thus becomes a shared space of complex, 

interconnected intra- and intercultural actions where young Aboriginal people can go back on 

country, in the bush, to learn both Nyikina culture and kardiya’s skills, but also where white 

people can come into a Nyikina space, such the Nyikina Cultural Centre, to learn to see – and 

understand – the Nyikina world, all in a spirit of mutual respect.  
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Boundaries within this space are fluid and constantly shifting: the proposed Nyikina Cultural 

Centre, located at the corner of the Great Northern Highway and the Gibb River Road, would 

be housed in a heritage-listed building, once the former house of a Derby doctor, Dr. Holman, 

endowing the centre with many layers of meaning for both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal 

people:  

 

 Why is the Culture Centre important. Because it is very important for young Aboriginal  

people because they don’t know their culture, they don’t know their language, they  

haven’t got that dignity, no shouting, today they got no respect for themselves, they got  

no respect for their Elders, they got no respect for anybody. Wrong. That’s where we 

 got to teach them. In the ground… This is Nyikina ground, they got to respect it. When 

 they go to other people’s countries, they got to respect that country too in their culture. 

 That’s their culture as well. (…) It is very important, that culture, coming to the white 

 man’s building… (…) What we do now, we can put it up there, we can bring the kids in, 

 whether they’re black, white or brindle, and say, this is a Nyikina story. You got to 

 learn, or you can leave it, but it’s there. It’s guide you, the land guides you, if you 

 damage the land or you damage him, you finish. (L. Marshall, Personal 

 Communication, 2007) 

 

As such, the Nyikina Cultural Centre’s primary aim of housing a Nyikina Knowledge Hub is 

underpinned by the idea of sharing culture in a shared space, a sentiment echoed by Mick 

Michael Wiljaniny in 2007:  

  

 People come, Bijidarr, anybody, white, black, half-caste, any kind colour, we can do a  

little bit of Warloongarriy dance here, we have them party here. (…) We want 

 everybody to come here, everyone. White black, half-caste, any kind, they can come 

 here, from overseas, anybody, they might come here, and we can make them big play 

 here (…) (M. Michael Wiljaniny, Personal Communication, 2007) 

 

Sharing Nyikina culture with the wider world has also meant developing a wide range of 

projects, which Anne Poelina, in her PhD thesis, calls “cultural actions” (Poelina, 2009). These 

projects aim at both revitalising and sharing Nyikina culture into the future through education, 

training, publishing, and arts programs, in order to create a culture conservation economy on 

country.   

In 2003, acutely aware of the fact that the Nyikina language was not being taught to younger 

generations, and was at risk of disappearing, Lucy approached Anne, her younger kin sister, 
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to help her source some funding to pay local Nyikina people for their cultural expertise, as well 

as other consultants, to create a cultural development framework. The funding application for 

the revitalisation of Nyikina language in Derby was successful, and in 2003, six Nyikina elders 

and their families took part in the first Nyikina Language and Culture Program (Poelina, 2009, 

p. 142). This was a major turning point in a long journey, which would eventually lead to the 

publication of the Nyikina Electronic Dictionary in 2014.  

This journey had started thirty years earlier, when a then PhD student in linguistics, Bronwyn 

Stokes, came to study the Nyikina language. Seeing the opportunity to record “Nyikina 

Nganka” for future generations, Lucy, Wabi,  and other Nyikina Elders collaborated closely 

with Bronwyn Stokes in the 1970s. A language lexicon was created, amongst other resources. 

In 2003, Anne Poelina secured a grant for language training purposes, and a group of fluent 

Nyikina speakers sat down with linguist Colleen Hattersley in Derby to continue Stokes’ 

original work. They analysed and explained the structure of Nyikina language, set the definitive 

orthography of Nyikina, and began documenting and recording Nyikina stories in language. 

This led to the production of the Nyikina Language and Culture Resource Kit, including a CD-

rom and videos, available for access by the wider community (Poelina, 2009, pp. 189–190).  

Following this successful initial project, Nyikina Inc. was set up in 2004 in order to provide a 

legal status to the group of Nyikina people working on community cultural development 

(Poelina, 2009, p. 143). Madjulla Inc., which had been set up by Anne Poelina and Ian 

Perdrisat as a separate Aboriginal organisation in 1989, was also participating in the projects. 

Within a short period of time, from 2000 to 2004, a series of DVDs had been produced 

(Poelina & Perdrisat, 2003; Sputore & Marshall, 2004), as well as a Nyikina Plant Database 

CD-Rom, Birrajakoo, in which Lucy explains the various medicinal uses of plants by Nyikina 

people (Marshall et al., 2007).  

The Nyikina Cultural Activities Video Series (Sputore & Marshall, 2004) very much reflects 

Lucy’s aspirations for learning on country. Young Nyikina people were taken on cultural camps 

to learn about Nyikina cultural practices: Going to the Billabong (Lucy Marshall and Daisy 

Loongkoonan), Widirri (Making a Hair Belt, Patsy Yambo), Cooking Kangaroo Tails (Robert 

Watson), and Overlanding (slaughtering and butchering a bullock, Robert Watson) – this last 

film reflecting the intercultural space (Merlan, 1998), and the fluidity and dynamism of Nyikina 

culture. 

The initial Nyikina language workshops naturally evolved into a Nyikina Language and Culture 

Course in 2004 and 2005, thanks to funding from a philanthropic organisation, the Christensen 

Fund (Poelina, 2009, p. 204). Conducted over six weeks each time, and with participants aged 
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from ten years to their late sixties, it was the first ever opportunity for some Nyikina people 

who had been removed from their families and country at a young age, to engage with and 

learn their own language. In a moving conversation in 2007, the late Margaret Ishigushi 

recalled her involvement in those classes, and what they had meant for her:  

 

 It meant a lot to me because my parents were from the Stolen Generation. We never  

grew up learning stories and the language from them, so it was really something to 

 learn that language, that was stolen. As a great-grandmother, I’d like my great-

 grandchildren to grow up knowing something of their Nyikina language because they 

 are part of it. (Margaret Ishigushi, in Poelina et al., 2007)  

 

In 2007 plans were underway for the setting up of the Nyikina Cultural Centre in Derby 

(Poelina et al., 2007). Having secured the land from the Derby-West Kimberley Shire Council, 

and come up with a design, Lucy and Anne were hopeful the Nyikina Cultural Centre could be 

set up in the following years. However, the project was delayed, due to complex restoration 

works having to be carried out on the heritage-listed Holman House building earmarked to 

house the administrative hub of the Cultural Centre. Restoration works and asbestos removal 

were still being carried out as of June 2019.  

 

From 2008 to 2014, Wabi, through Madjulla Inc., was the main driver of the language program, 

and her collaborative work with Colleen Hattersley produced the Birr Nganka Nyikina 

Dictionary (Hattersley, 2014). This thorough publication includes a Nyikina-English, and 

English-Nyikina lexicon, Nyikina phrases, an overview of the grammatical structure of the 

language, and an explanation of Nyikina skins and kinship ties. It also contains a software 

package with audio recordings of key language words and phrases. The Nyikina Dictionary is 

being further developed into a web-teaching resource by Dr Virginia Westwood, to ensure that 

not only young Nyikina people, but anyone in the world, is able to learn the Nyikina language.  

While working on the dictionary, Wabi, Lucy, Anne and Colleen Hattersley, through Madjulla 

Inc., embarked on a publishing project of four key Nyikina Stories: Woonyoomboo & 

Yoongoorrookoo, Karnanganyja, and why the Emu has short wings, Jandamarra (the story of 

a rock on Upper Liveringa station), and the Ngalyak story of Looma (Madjulla Inc, 2009a; 

2009b).  These stories of Nyikina Country were published in two different books, in a bilingual 

format, with information about the Nyikina places the stories stem from. Of the projects that 

took so much of her time and dedication for nearly ten years, Wabi says:  

 

 Us mob pass away, they can look at that what name, Nyikina book, they can learn, 

 that’s why we make it keep going. We make it so kids can learn, they can learn, this lot 
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 been making it, old people. They can make it, they can have book. (J. Warbie, 

 Personal Communication, 2014) 

 

Her daughter Maureen Pigram also emphasises the importance these projects have, not only 

for her mother, but also for their whole family:  

 

 I am involved in this program, because of my family: my mum, my grandmother, and 

 my grandfather, we’re from the Nyikina language group, which is why we are coming to  

TAFE, to do the Certificate III in Art, so then we are able to bring our language together  

and publish our stories, to give it out to the wider community, but also mainly for me, 

 my parents, my grandparents, our children and our grandchildren, so that our story is 

 able to carry on, for generations to come. (M. Pigram, Personal Communication, 2009) 

 

These initiatives, or “life projects”, reflect the core values of Nyikina women, and what they 

view as leading “meaningful lives” (Blaser, 2004). In implementing these life projects, the three 

Nyikina sisters are seeking to promote the well-being of their communities, by building 

resilience, strong governance, and sound leadership (Poelina, 2009, p. 27). They are also 

reinforcing creative and positive ways of being which state processes often do not provide. 

Cultural actions enable Nyikina people to strengthen their capacity locally (Poelina, 2009), thus 

weakening the centralised system of power by promoting local self-governance. In fact, 

according to Parajuli, localisation, by reducing dependence on the centralised state, could 

counter the effects of cultural homogenisation brought about by globalisation (Parajuli, 2004, 

p. 249; 252). These cultural actions reinforce people’s sense of self, identities, self-esteem, 

confidence and serve to reaffirm their own worldview as Nyikina people, furthering the 

localisation (Parajuli, 2004) already achieved by speaking (in), (of) country, and living (on) 

country. But they also create a counter-discourse to the dominant paradigm, a counter-

discourse in which the use of film, as both a process and a tool to publicise these projects, 

extends their existence and purpose further in a global space. By continually promoting a 

dialogue between the local place and the global space, Lucy and Wabi are indeed practicing 

what Sachs calls “cosmopolitan localism” - seeking to “amplify the richness of a place while 

keeping in mind the rights of a multi-faceted world” (Sachs, 1999, p. 113) - creating, as such, a 

dialogue of civilisations essential to the future of our world. 

 



 225 

Conclusion 
 
In this chapter I have attempted to shed light on the ways Lucy and Wabi conceive of 

development. At first I showed the importance of speaking the Nyikina worldview into 

existence both for young Nyikina generations and non-Aboriginal people, envisaging all spatio-

temporal interactions (social, political, cultural, educational) as being based in booroo – 

Country, as a basis for “being-in-the-world” (Heidegger, 1962).  

 

I examined how Lucy, in particular, has conceived of development through time, by analysing 

her submission to the Aboriginal Land Inquiry thirty years ago, and showing how she was 

grounding her aspirations for land rights in booroo then, flagging the need to educate non-

Aboriginal people about the Nyikina worldview.  

 

I then presented a case study of the Bidan Community, which is representative of the current 

vision of Lucy and her family for future development on Nyikina Country, based around self-

sufficiency, sustainability, independence, and supporting others, particularly young people, to 

overcome the social issues resulting from colonisation processes.  

 

Finally, I demonstrated how the aspirations of Lucy and Wabi for development are not only 

about educating young Nyikina people about their own culture, or about non-Aboriginal people 

understanding their Nyikina worldview, but very much about living in an intercultural space 

(Merlan, 1998), where everybody can share their cultures together in a spirit of mutual respect, 

bringing two laws, two worlds, into one interconnected place, through multiple cultural actions, 

or “life projects” (Blaser, 2004).  

 

In my next chapter, I examine how this cultural dialogue triggered reflections and discussions 

around country, identity, and governance, and ultimately brought the three women from the 

local place into the regional, national and international space, particularly through Anne 

Poelina’s continued realisation of the Elders’s aspirations. I examine Anne’s view of 

development on Nyikina Country, which, reflecting, complementing and growing Lucy and 

Wabi’s aspirations, has brought the three sisters into the international arena.  
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CHAPTER 7 

Anne Poelina’s Nganka  
 

Introduction 
  
 

In my previous chapter I examined Lucy and Wabi’s aspirations for development on their 

country, spanning over thirty years, as being grounded in place, booroo, and occurring in an 

intercultural, shared space. I highlighted some of the cultural actions (Poelina, 2009) and life 

projects (Blaser, 2004) the three sisters have developed and put in place over the past twenty 

years, particularly their initiatives in language, culture, education, and sustainable economies.  

I will now explore Anne’s Poelina’s goals and actions in the arena of community development. 

Anne Poelina has been a nurse, an academic, and a tireless “actionist”, as she describes 

herself (Poelina & Hagan, 2012; Poelina, 2015), against contentious industrial development on 

Nyikina country. Following the lead and teachings from her sisters, Lucy and Wabi, Anne’s 

vision for community development is underpinned by a strong belief in maintaining and 

protecting country, booroo, language, nganka, fostering the well-being of Nyikina people, 

winangarri, and preserving Nyikina culture and identity, through a consultative, multi-layered, 

and holistic approach to regional development.  

In the first part of this chapter, I will examine the aspirations underpinning the setting up of the 

Majala Wilderness Centre on Nyikina booroo. I will assert that the centre is part of a “glocal” 

(globally-local) (Himiyama, Hindson, Singh, & Kanda, 2010) space, enhancing and furthering 

the cultural actions put in place by the three sisters for community development on Nyikina 

country, but also aiming at educating the wider public, nationally and internationally, about 

Nyikina initiatives, through film. At the end of this first part I will also examine Anne’s 

involvement in broader regional initiatives and her participation in various organisations and 

forums, all centred around the protection of Nyikina country. 

In the second part of the chapter, I will provide an in-depth analysis of two case studies of 

Anne’s involvement in conflicts around mining development. These case studies, the Duchess 

Paradise coal mine, and the James Price Point Gas Hub, will highlight Anne’s innovative 

strategies in seeking the support of environmental organisations, scientists and other allies, 

nationally and internationally, to promote a more holistic approach to development and to 
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oppose the reductionist views of the state. I will also explore the role of film in those 

campaigns, both as a research process, and a participatory and emancipatory tool for action.  

Finally, in the third part, I will discuss Anne’s strategies and how these fit into the 

contemporary discourse around “green-black alliances” (Langton, 2013; Pearson, 2010; 

Vincent & Neale, 2016, 2017), and the transcending of nature-culture binaries (Muecke; 

Latour, 2013). I will also demonstrate how Anne’s approach very much reflects the principles 

underpinning the discipline of environmental humanities112 (Hamilton, 2013), in which both 

humans and non-humans can come together to protect the environment for humanity and the 

world. Finally, I will argue that this multi-species approach transcends the usual boundaries of 

science, humanities, culture and nature, and in doing so illustrate the concept of “nature-

cultures” described by Bruno Latour (2013) - creating a “sympoesis” (Haraway, 2016) which 

enables multiple actors, both human and non-human, to effect change at a global level. In this, 

film plays a critical role as a means to articulate the nature of the complex relationships 

between humans and non-humans, and to foster new networks globally.     

7.1 A “Glocal” Space: The Majala Wilderness Centre 
 

 7.1.1 Liyan: Belonging To Country   
 

Like Lucy and Wabi, Anne Poelina’s life journey is firmly anchored in Nyikina booroo, and in 

the multiple ways she belongs to her country, Balkinjirr, where her mother’s ray, spirit-child, 

and jarriny113, totem, came from, and where Dorothy was born. Dorothy’s brother, Anne’s 

Uncle Ivan, was instrumental in securing some freehold land, excised from Mount Anderson 

Station, so his family could continue to live there for generations to come. Balkinjirr is also a 

very important place for all Nyikina people - the sacred Balkinjirr Ridge, and the Living Water 

Billabong, both have a special name in Nyikina. The Bookarrarra story of Balkinjirr is still told, 

both in story form and in a traditional song (Tabadji & Others, 1998), along with living 

memories of place and events (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2010b; J. Warbie, 

Personal Communication, 2010d).  

                                                
112 Environmental Humanities promote inter-disciplinary research for a “collective reconsideration of 
some of the central tenets of humanist thought”. Environmental Humanities scholars work with the 
premise that the conventional distinction between nature and culture is a fiction, and examine how 
humans are living in complex relationships with non-humans (plants, animals, bacteria, etc.) (Hamilton, 
2013) 
113 jarriny: birth mark; totem (Hattersley, 2014, p. 59; 268) 
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These stories, told and retold, play a vital role in connecting people with each other, and to 

place, both as a “lived locale” (Merlan, 1998, p. 72), and spiritually. In an essay for Blood Line 

Song Line (Poelina, 2016b), Anne explains what this sense of spiritual belonging, this liyan, 

feels like, and how her awareness of her connection to country deepened on her return from 

spending two years on the East Coast: 

We had spent the day tidying up the home of my uncle and after spending a wonderful  

evening around the campfire we bed down for the night. Within a short time I had gone  

from falling asleep to being awake and walking in my dream. I was out in the middle of  

the yard, and there were hundreds of people from different places talking and some 

 were singing old songs. I walked amongst them and they were happy to see me, they 

 were crying with sadness and happiness, sad that our parents and grandparents had 

 passed on… but happy to greet me and welcome me and my children. “Good to see 

 you, you are welcome here, this is your homeland!” Everyone and everything was alive 

 and full of energy. I awoke the next morning feeling the world was both in front and 

 behind me. This was the feeling of a new life, a new journey full of commitment but with 

 no expectations, a feeling of connectedness and belonging. My liyan told me this was 

 my bloodline and my songline for and of generations to come. 

(Poelina, 2016b)  

       

Like Lucy and Wabi, and many Nyikina people and other Aboriginal groups who live along the 

river, Anne views the Mardoowarra as central to her liyan, and to Nyikina cosmology. She 

sees the world as an interconnected space where humans must coexist with non-humans, and 

are not superior to them - all living under one Law: the Law of the land. 

This First Law of the Mardoowarra, the Warloongarriy river law, is manifested  

inter-generationally, inherited as the knowledge of connectivity between people, land,  

animals, birds, plants and living water system. 

(Poelina, 2016a) 

 

My liyan is my moral compass, is the ‘feeling’ which helps me to navigate my 

movements on country and it helps me to read people and determines my relationship 

with them. This ‘feeling or liyan’ is deeply personal and guides my life journey with 

human and non-human beings; the plants, the trees, the birds, and other animals. It is 

ingrained in my inner spirit and enshrines my rights and responsibility to our 

Mardoowarra, river of life. This is the law of relationships! It is personal, spiritual and 

not for human beings to determine, it is the Law of the Land, not the Law of Man. 

(Poelina, 2016b) 
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 These multi-layered connections to country - physical, cultural, social, emotional, intellectual, 

spiritual - inform Anne’s views of and aspirations for community development on Nyikina 

country, and the proactive ways in which she and her sisters have consistently promoted a 

culture-conservation economy for their communities:  

  

Woonyoomboo, Mijirikan, and all these stories that come from the Bookarrakarra, from  

the beginning of time, is what shapes our cultural identity. So all of us Nyikina people  

and every Traditional Owner that I know, have said how important the river is, and how  

we have a duty of care, we have a responsibility to make sure that that river is  

maintained for generations to come. And I think that’s also been grounded in an  

international covenant on, around inter-generational equity, and one of the things that  

inter-generational equity talks about is the need for us to make sure that these sorts of  

places, such as the Fitzroy River, the Fitzroy Catchment, that we ensure in this 

 moment in time, that we leave these places and spaces in the same, if not better 

 condition for future generations to inherit. (A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2012) 

 

 7.1.2 A Local Initiative, “Glocal” Partnerships 
  

Anne Poelina, together with her partner, Ian Perdrisat, set up Madjulla Inc in 1989 as a not-for-

profit organisation to deliver cultural, educational and language programs on country for 

Nyikina and other Aboriginal people in the Kimberley region. From its beginnings, Madjulla Inc 

has supported and brought Nyikina cultural actions into reality, and documented those on film. 

These initiatives have stemmed from a firm belief by the three sisters that development in the 

Kimberley should be holistic and anchored in a culture-conservation economy, rather than 

extractive industries. As Anne Poelina explained to me in a phone conversation: “it’s not just 

about sustainable development: it is about sustainable life” (A. Poelina, Personal 

Communication, December 2016).  

The use of film has been paramount to many of Madjulla Inc’s activities since 2000, as a 

process fostering inter-generational connections to Country, and as a tool to record culture, re-

affirm Nyikina identity, and share knowledge and educate. Film has also been used as an 

innovative way to acquit funding received from government and non-government 

organisations, and philanthropic institutions – enabling funders to see and hear first-hand the 

results of their investment from community members, rather than simply read a report.  

In a 2012 filmed conversation, Anne details the significance of Nyikina cultural actions as long-

term “life projects” (Blaser, 2004):  
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Some of the micro-industries that I’ve been focusing on are really around cultural  

actions. Looking at generating the Nyikina Cultural Database, working with technology,  

working with young people, working with linguists, working with fluent language  

speakers, collecting all of this material over the last ten years, so that we cannot only  

build important cultural actions and events that can be sustained, and seen by young  

people in the future, but ways of being able to generate cultural products, so that when  

we have tourism on country, when we are looking at conservation and science, that we  

have a database of knowledge, traditional ecological knowledge, lived experiences, all 

 of the things that we can share with audiences nationally and worldwide.  

(A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2012) 

  

During my first visit to the Kimberley in February 2007 we made a film promoting the need for 

the Nyikina Cultural Centre to be set up in Derby (Poelina et al., 2007). Whilst staying at the 

community of Balkinjirr, a Wilderness Centre was spoken about. We were talking at the top of 

the water tower mentioned in the previous chapter, when Ian pointed out to an area on the 

right of the community, where the said Wilderness Centre was going to be built. I assumed, 

wrongly, than this was a plan for the distant future. 

Having been invited to come back with my family in August the same year, I was quite 

astonished to find a significant number of people staying at the tiny outstation, busily clearing 

an area of bush, and digging foundations. My late husband, Brian, on making the innocent 

comment at dinner time that he could drive a tractor, was immediately put to task for the next 

month or so, while I filmed the proceedings for the project’s funding acquittal (Poelina et al., 

2008). Aside from receiving grants from the Government and Lotterywest, as well as 

assistance from the Derby Shire Council, Anne and Ian had called on Indigenous Community 

Volunteers (ICV), a registered charity and non-profit community development organisation 

based in Canberra, to support their vision. ICV sent volunteers with diverse skills to help the 

community with each phase of the building over a period of a few years. Family friends 

Margaret and the late Hector Waddell, from Kempsey in New South Wales, went through the 

cross-cultural training workshops offered by Indigenous Community Volunteers. They came 

back for three years in a row in the dry season for Hector, who was by then in his early 80s, to 

oversee the building of the main auditorium. Other volunteers came for a week, a fortnight, or 

a season, offering and sharing their planning, building, or plumbing skills. They also brought 

more support from further afield, from friends of friends who had heard about the initiative and 

were eager to support it, to international Wwoofers114 looking for a unique and rewarding 

                                                
114 WWOOF: Willing Workers on Organic Farms (“Volunteer WWOOFers”, 2017) 
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experience in the Australian bush. One of the shots in our film (Poelina et al., 2008) shows Ian 

and Hector working with two French women, a Basque man, and a New Zealand traveller, 

while nailing the decks in place on the auditorium’s outside area. The building of the centre, 

and the concurrent film process, brought together a group of very diverse people in booroo, 

united by a common vision. The Majala Wilderness Centre film (Poelina et al., 2008) was not 

only used by Madjulla Inc, but also by ICV to demonstrate the outcomes achieved by the 

organisation’s volunteers. Thus, from its inception, the project reflected the dialogic approach 

of the community and the multicultural and far-reaching connections established on booroo, 

long before the centre itself was completed.   

Ian Perdrisat, Anne’s partner, a Wangkamara man from the Bourke region, and the Director of 

Operations for the Centre, details the motivations behind the Majala Wilderness Centre in our 

film (Poelina et al., 2008). In it, he also grounds the centre in booroo, signifying the importance 

of the Mardoowarra in this dialogic and “glocal” space: 

The first reason we developed the Wilderness Centre is to provide an economic base 

 for the community. It’s going to be able to fund employment within the community, fund 

 community maintenance, but also fund some of the other community utilities and 

 infrastructure programs that we have got running. 

The other reason why we are building the Wilderness Centre is because we are trying 

 to create opportunities for other people to come in and earn about Nyikina culture, and 

 also learn about the river, and all the environmental aspects to do with the Fitzroy River 

 and the surrounding area. 

So we’re looking at university groups who want to come and stay and do a university  

program, we’re looking at school groups and also skills based training so that other 

 local Indigenous groups can come and other people can come as well and do training 

 for courses. We also built the centre to make it available to tourist groups, to 

 conferences, and to people who want to come and have a retreat environment. So 

 there is a whole range of different markets out there and we want to service a whole 

 range of them, so we have different programs, different things going on all the time.  

There is another real need in the Kimberley for a centre like the wilderness centre, and  

that’s to have family relationship programs, where local Indigenous families can come,  

spend time in the wilderness setting, get to know each other, get to build connected  

networks, social supports and to really invigorate some of the natural helping systems  

that have supported and sustained Indigenous communities for many, many thousands  

of years.  Those networks are still there, and we need opportunities now where we can  

bring families together, away from the cities and towns, and some of the other  

communities, come into this really beautiful, tranquil setting where we can start to talk  
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about some of the real issues that their families face, and how each individual and 

 each family can start to become stronger in themselves and in their social and 

 emotional well-being. 

It will bring funding into the community so we can become more self-sufficient and  

sustainable into the future. (Ian Perdrisat, in Poelina et al., 2008) 

 

Over the first two years of the construction phase, twenty young Aboriginal men completed a 

Certificate I and II in Building and Construction and Work Readiness, and obtained their Blue 

Card, White Card, and Senior First Aid, thanks to a partnership with training provider ITEC 

(Institute for Training and Employment Centre) in 2010 and 2011.  

The Building Futures film (Poelina, Perdrisat, ITEC & McDuffie, 2010), produced over the first 

four-week intensive program at Balkinjirr during the initial phase of construction, documented 

the collaboration process between ITEC trainers, local representatives of the organisation, ten 

Aboriginal trainees, and Madjulla Inc. Each trainee was interviewed to give their feedback on 

the course, providing useful insights for the course evaluation. The film subsequently enabled 

Madjulla Inc and ITEC to secure additional funding to run a similar program the following year.  

This training project revealed the potential of the Wilderness Centre in partnering with 

employment and training agencies to meet the multiple needs of young, local Aboriginal 

people looking for employment opportunities. Darren, one of the trainees, summed up his 

experience at the Wilderness Centre in the following way in his interview (Poelina et al., 2010):  

You learn things every day, everything about building sites really, you got 

 waterproofing, you got decking, you got roofing, you got all sorts of stuff on building 

 site, it’s not all just one job there, it’s got all areas about it, from ground up you know, 

 it’s really interesting (…) Learn to be more in confidence, how to approach to be 

 interviewed for a job, building up, you know, being ourselves, who we really are, 

 something we are all trying to work on too, you know – finding ourselves. It’s all there 

 with us, you just got to go for it. (Darren, in Poelina et al., 2010) 

  

In the film, Anne also explains the place and role of the Majala Wilderness Centre, both at a 

local and global level and her development aspirations for local communities: 

  

Over the past twenty years Nyikina and Mangala people have been working hard to 

 build their capacity on country to engage in sustainable livelihoods. We’re looking at 

 economic development, pastoral and land management, research development, we’re 

 looking at housing and works, we’re looking at a whole range of industries, in particular 
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 the tourism and ranger strategy. We see all these industries intersecting, and being 

 able to develop an extremely holistic model (…) 

The Majala Wilderness Centre is uniquely placed because of my experience as a 

 senior academic, to be able to partner with university programs in Australia, but also  

internationally, to be able to offer unique programs that can support what we are trying 

 to do on country. For us it’s about, how do we harness the existing human capacity in 

 our young people, and to be able to turn that into a serious investment for this nation. 

(Anne Poelina, in Poelina et al., 2010)  

 

 

                        Photograph 44 (Magali McDuffie): The Majala Wilderness Centre in 2017 

 

 

Over the past few years, the Centre has provided accommodation for local Elders undertaking 

trips on country, while welcoming Australian and international visitors interested to know more 

about the initiative itself. It has also attracted the interest of both national and international 

universities for the implementation of students’ programs on country, housing many 

researchers from varied backgrounds over the years. However, in spite of the support 

garnered by Anne and Ian in the envisioning of the Centre, its completion has been hindered 

by a combination of factors intensely familiar to people working in the field of community 

development in the Kimberley region. The finite project-funding cycle from government, an 
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ever-changing socio-political context, the complex issues affecting local Aboriginal 

communities, have meant that the project has had to be put on the backburner many times. 

Furthermore, the sheer pressure of extractive development in the region has seen Anne 

overextending herself on all fronts to gain more support for their vision internationally. At the 

time of writing, a commercial kitchen is being installed at the Centre, and it is hoped it will open 

its doors in 2020.  

The Majala Wilderness Centre project demonstrates Madjulla Inc’s agency in securing 

significant funding for community-based development programs, and the ability of the 

organisation to initiate and sustain local and global partnerships to foster its vision for 

sustainability. Both our films, The Majala Wilderness Centre (Poelina et al., 2008) and Building 

Futures (Poelina et al., 2010) were useful in articulating this vision, and disseminating it in 

regional, national and international forums. This in turn assisted Madjulla Inc to secure more 

funding for subsequent programs.   

 

 7.1.3 Regional and National Partnerships 
 

The Nyikina Cultural Actions, described in Chapter 6, and the Majala Wilderness Centre 

initiative, are only some of the pro-active strategies towards a culture-conservation economy 

pursued by Anne and her sisters. Anne’s multilayered connections to Nyikina lands and 

waters, discussed in Chapter 1, are also reflected in her regional engagement in community 

development over the past 20 years. As mentioned in Chapter 5, she was part of the FitzCAM 

initiative, started in 2007, which brought together Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal stakeholders 

concerned about the health of the river. In 2011, she was the co-author of a comprehensive 

report, Nyikina and Mangala Mardoowarra Wila Booroo, Natural and Cultural Heritage Plan 

(Watson et al., 2011), aimed at providing information to manage activities on Nyikina and 

Mangala country while protecting the culture and the environment. The report detailed the 

natural and cultural values of the Mardoowarra, the issues and the threats faced by 

communities on the river, described various community enterprises, and identified key priority 

management areas along the river (Watson et al., 2011).  

During this time, Anne was also a Board Member of NAILSMA (North Australian Indigenous 

Land and Sea Management Alliance), and part of the Indigenous Water Policy Group (IWPG, 

initiated in 2006). Inscribed in the principles of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of 
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Indigenous Peoples, with free, prior, informed consent as one of its guiding principles115, the 

IWPG identified that Indigenous rights, responsibilities and interests needed to be recognised 

in water reform and all planning processes including water, and called for better involvement of 

Indigenous peoples in water reform (NAILSMA, 2012). In 2015, The Wilderness Society, 

working closely with Anne, funded and released a scientific report by Associate Professor 

Ryan Vogwill, which called for participatory planning, more comprehensive surveys of 

biodiversity assets and Indigenous heritage values, and for the recognition of Indigenous 

knowledge in water allocation and planning processes in the Fitzroy River region (Poelina, 

2016a; Wogwill, 2015).  

Through her ongoing proactive regional involvement, which also includes the release of the 

Fitzroy River Declaration and the setting up of the Martuwarra Council, as discussed in 

Chapter 5, Anne has been able to pursue successful reactive strategies against proposed 

developments which appeared to threaten not only the environment, and hence its people, but 

also the initiatives put in place by the three sisters at the community level. In the next part of 

the chapter I will now examine two campaigns which are representative of the type of 

development the three sisters are firmly opposed to, the actions they took to make their voices 

heard, and the role of film in the expression of their agency.  

7.2 Case Studies 

         7.2.1 Rey Resources, Blackfin Pty Ltd: Coal 
  
The long-term, multi-pronged vision of the three sisters in terms of community development on 

Nyikina Country, through a diversity of cultural actions and the promotion of sustainable 

livelihoods on country, has been increasingly threatened by a rise in mining exploration in the 

North West, particularly the resolve of the Western Australian Government, under Premier 

Colin Barnett until 2017, to develop the Kimberley region. The potential environmental threats 

to the region through extensive industrial development, including to the Mardoowarra, are not 

new - however, the intensity of the proposed developments is unprecedented, as noted in 

Chapter 5.  

                                                
115 See Article 19: “States shall consult and cooperate in good faith with the indigenous peoples 
concerned through their own representative institutions in order to obtain their free, prior and informed 
consent before adopting and implementing legislative or administrative measures that may affect them” 
(United Nations General Assembly, 2007) 
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  The Proposal 
  

In 2011, a company called Rey Resources, active in the Canning Basin since 2007, proposed 

a project incorporating coal mining at a location on Nyikina Country, transport by trucks to the 

town of Derby, some 170 kilometres away, as well as export of thermal coal through the Derby 

port (Rey Resources, 2013). Located 60 km east of the Jarlmadangah and Looma 

communities, the proposed mine site would be situated on Liveringa Station, in a place of high 

cultural and spiritual significance, which holds paintings and ceremonial grounds, and is 

imbued with Bookarrarra creation stories. It is also in the vicinity of Mount Wynne, and in close 

proximity to the Doodoodoo thermal spring, a sacred site, and the home of Anne’s 

grandmother’s ray (spirit child). The Duchess Paradise area is also of social and emotional 

significance for many Nyikina people who grew up, worked and lived there, or whose 

ancestors were born and died there.  
 

Rey Resources advised that the environmental footprint of the mine was negligible. They 

proposed a low-impact slot excavation116 followed by highwall mining117, and deeper 

underground mining over a 20-year duration, as well as a coal handling and preparation plant 

(Rey Resources, 2013; Rey Resources, 2014). A range of concerns was flagged by Nyikina 

Traditional Owners and environmentalists about the cumulative impacts of the mine in such an 

environmentally and culturally significant area, particularly in terms of groundwater and river 

pollution and contamination, and the prospect of transportation of unstable coal by truck to 

Derby and by barge in the King Sound (“Kimberley Coal Mine Withdrawn from EPA,” 2016). 

Anne Poelina began speaking out publicly against the mine as early as 2009: 

  

One of my concerns is at the moment, the government is talking about this mine, the 

Duchess Paradise mine, as one tin pot mine, but we know, when we look at the size of 

the footprint, that it is actually going to be 8,000 square kilometres of coal mining 

province118 on the Fitzroy River (…) (A. Poelina, Personal Conversation, 2009) 

 

 

  Legal Processes 
 
                                                
116 Slot excavation: “vertical or inclined ore section excavated to open up an underground excavation 
(stope) made by removing ore from surrounding ore” (Hamrin, 2001, p. 4) 
117 Highwall mining: “mining method to recover coal from a surface mine that has reached its economic 
limit. The coal is accessed at the base of the highwall from where a series of parallel entries are driven 
into the coal seam” (Mo, Zhang, Canbulat, & Hagan, 2016, p. 522) 
118 Anne Poelina refers here not just to the Duchess Paradise Mine footprint, but to the extent of mining 
exploration leases over the Fitzroy River basin (see Map of Kimberley Mining Leases, p.174).  
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In December 2010, a few days prior to Christmas, Rey Resources, under its wholly-owned 

subsidiary name, Blackfin Pty Ltd, lodged a mining tenement application for the Duchess 

Paradise area with the mining registrar. Not having been informed of this application, lodged 

under a different name, and at a time of the year when Nyikina people are usually away on 

country on law business, Anne lodged her own objection to the application in May 2011, and 

subsequently applied for an extension for the lodgement of her objection in the Mining Warden 

Court which was granted to her on December 22nd 2011 (Blackfin P/L v. Poelina, 2011). In the 

meantime, Blackfin Pty Ltd had initiated an application to the Environmental Protection 

Authority (EPA) in June 2011, and the EPA decided to assess the proposal at the level of a 

Public Environment Review (PER) (Rey Resources, 2014). In January 2012, this time with the 

assistance of the Environmental Defenders Office, and the support of the Wilderness Society 

(The Wilderness Society, 2014), Anne lodged a further objection to the granting of a mining 

tenement to Blackfin Pty Ltd in the Duchess Paradise area in the Mining Warden Court of 

Western Australia, citing both environmental and cultural reasons (Poelina v. Blackfin P/L, 

2012, p. 5). Anne applied for a stay in the decision of the Mining Warden Court’s granting of 

the tenement to Blackfin Pty Ltd under exceptional circumstances. She argued that further 

scientific and environmental information would be gathered through the EPA PER, which the 

Mining Warden’s decision should be based on, and that a stay would avoid a waste of the 

parties’ resources should the case need return to the Mining Warden’s Court after the PER. 

This stay was granted to Anne on 5th October 2012, delaying Blackfin Pty Ltd’s application for 

the mining tenement at Duchess Paradise. 

 

  Multi-disciplinary Partnerships: Culture, Science & Film 
  

In addition to this protracted legal process, Anne relied on a multi-pronged strategy involving 

film, science, and cultural connections to try to stop the Duchess Paradise coal mine on 

Nyikina Country. This approach reflects Bourdieu’s theory that intellectuals and their allies 

must fight the conservative, neoliberal revolution and the authority it has built, with science and 

culture as weapons: fight science with science, so-called theories with other theories, and 

culture (Bourdieu, 1998, pp. 53-54). Anne enlisted the help of scientists and academics who 

undertook comprehensive scientific surveys of the area: UWA Adjunct Professor Peter Cooke, 

a freshwater ecology specialist involved in Environmental Impact Assessments, and UWA Dr. 

Andrew Storey, a freshwater scientist and aquatic fauna expert. Both scientists were 

interviewed on film about their research findings: the scientific evidence they gathered 

demonstrated that the mining of thermal coal in this ecologically-sensitive area was potentially 

unsafe and had not undergone thorough enough scientific investigations:  
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We simply don’t have the information we need at this point to make an informed  

decision. For example, we don’t know enough about the underlying geology to be  

absolutely certain that water could or could not percolate through the rocks and into  

underground water. (Professor Peter Cooke, in Poelina et al., 2014) 

Anne also consistently sought the support of the Aboriginal communities who would be most 

affected by the mine, particularly the Looma community, working closely with other local 

traditional custodian families. She continued to share the progress of their initiatives with 

community members, using excerpts of the scientists’ filmed interviews to inform people about 

the potential risks of the mine. The campaign of information and public protest, both on country 

and nationally, intensified: traditional owners gathered at Udialla Springs, on Nyikina country, 

in 2010 and a photograph was taken with people gathered around a banner reading “They Say 

Mine, We Say Ours”.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photograph 45: Udialla meeting, 2010. The design of the banner is based on a painting of                    

the Mardoowarra by the late Mick Michael Wiljaniny (Courtesy of Ian Perdrisat) 

 

Reflecting the use of film as a medium for political reclamation (Ginsburg, 1995, p. 234), and 

as a tool for emancipatory action empowering local actors within wider issues (Pink, 2007, p. 

22; 126), a documentary film brought all of these initiatives together. The three sisters and I 

had been recording trips on country, and filming their statements about the importance of the 

Mardoowarra for Nyikina people, throughout the past two years. In 2011, with legal 

proceedings against Rey Resources unfolding rapidly, the decision was made to include the 

potential threats to the river into a film about the Mardoowarra. Lucy, Anne and myself 

undertook a trip on country to the proposed location of the mine, to anchor the film visually, in 

booroo, and to record an interview with Lucy about the significance of the area for Nyikina 
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people. Mardoowarra Living Water was released the same year (Poelina, Perdrisat, et al., 

2011). Demonstrating the impact of film as performance (Glowczewski, 2011), encompassing 

all other acts of resistance and cultural actions, the documentary was first screened at the 

Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) in Canberra in 

July 2011, and showcased nationally for the next two years at various conferences and 

seminars. In 2012, Anne Poelina, Ian Perdrisat and myself travelled to Paris to screen it at an 

extraordinary session of the UNESCO Human Rights Commission, and went on to showing it 

at various events across France for over a month (“Au Secours du Kimberley”, 2012).  

In 2014, following the iterative approach described in Chapter 2, we re-used the footage 

gathered previously for Mardoowarra Living Water, added new interviews, and produced a 

shorter film, Duchess IS Paradise (Poelina et al., 2014), which focused on the potential 

impacts of the proposed mine. The film also highlighted the cultural and environmental 

concerns of the women and other community members about the mine, as well as both 

scientists’ findings. The local traditional custodians submitted the film to the Environmental 

Protection Authority for the Public Environment Review (PER) process on the Duchess 

Paradise Mine. Framing the film submission within a “glocal” context (Himiyama et al., 2010), 

Anne discussed not only her collaborative approach, working with scientists and local 

traditional custodians, but also the concept of “free, prior, and informed consent” (Article 19, 

United Nations General Assembly, 2007): 

The Fitzroy River, or Mardoowarra, as it’s known to Traditional Owners, has been listed  

as a Heritage Site, for the whole of the river. The traditional ecological knowledge to 

 date demonstrates that we are talking about a pristine, living water system. The Fitzroy 

 River is connected to water soaks, to springs, and to date, we still do not know and 

 understand, from a scientific perspective, what the relationship is between 

 underground water and surface water. Nyikina and Mangala people are very 

 concerned at the moment because there is a proposal from a mining company to mine 

 thermal coal on the Fitzroy River (...).  

Over the past couple of years I have been working with a group of scientists to start to 

look at how we might be able to gather some baseline data of what exists around that 

area. As a traditional custodian of the area, I am very concerned that we need to get all 

of the information on the table, so that we can make informed decisions on how we 

move forward, so that we, as traditional custodians, have free, prior and informed 

consent decision-making. (Anne Poelina, in Poelina et al., 2014) 

We don’t want mining in Paradise Duchess [sic]. We don’t want them. You know it just 

ruin our country. Nobody can replace country. We love it. We love the hills and 

bushland, you know. That’s a gift to us. So yeah. Very important for us. We don’t want 
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mining. Just remind them - remind them all: we don’t want mining. This goes into our 

river, and flood the country, fish you know, all our kangaroos, emus, we like to look 

after them as well.  

Stars and white gum trees… Yeah. 

(Roy Juboy, Traditional Custodian, Looma Community, in Poelina et al., 2014)  

 

While it is difficult to gauge the influence of the campaign led by Anne in the courts and in the 

public arena with our films, some positive outcomes stand out. This initial campaign reinforced 

the connections between the traditional custodian families who came together to fight the 

proposed mine; it also had an international reach, exposing the mining company’s apparent 

lack of transparency in its negotiations with traditional owners; the professional connections 

made through the various conferences and film presentations internationally fostered long-

term academic and institutional partnerships which are still in existence today, as will be 

discussed in Chapter 8.  

 

  Postcript: Recent Legal Proceedings 
 
After the protracted legal battle in the Mining Warden Court, and years of uncertainty due to 

low coal prices, Rey Resources announced in August 2016 that it had withdrawn from the 

Environmental Protection Authority’s assessment process, without consultation with Anne or 

the Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation Registered Native Title Body Corporate119. This sparked 

hope amongst environmental organisations that this would be the last attempt to open a new 

coal mine in the sensitive Fitzroy River Catchment (“Kimberley coal mine withdrawn from 

EPA,” 2016). However, in November 2017, the mining lease application came back before the 

Mining Warden for a mention hearing, during which Anne asked for the application to be 

referred back to the EPA. Anne also applied for her objection hearing to be stayed pending the 

outcome of the EPA’s assessment, and argued there may be matters in the public’s interests. 

In July 2018, the Warden delivered his decision stating that he would not recommend the 

Minister refer the Duchess Coal Project to the EPA, that he would not hear environmental 

objections. Anne’s application for a stay in the proceedings was also refused, leaving the door 

open for the Minister to grant the Mining Lease application before it is referred to the EPA for 

assessment (A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2018).  

Anne is still spearheading the campaign against the coal mine, supported by the Walalakoo 

Aboriginal Corporation RNTBC, which was formed after Nyikina and Mangala people 

                                                
119 The Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation fully supports Anne in her campaign against the Duchess 
Paradise coal mine (A. Poelina, personal communication, 2018). 
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successfully secured native title rights in 2014 (“Land returned to Nyikina Mangala people, 

2014”; Mischin, 2014). Both have stated their renewed opposition to the Duchess Paradise 

Coal mine on the grounds that coal mining is not compatible with the region’s environmental, 

social, cultural and spiritual values, or with the development of sustainable economies 

providing local employment opportunities (A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2018). The 

protracted campaign continues: as part of it, a documentary film about the cultural values of 

the Fitzroy River, financed by a well-known charitable environmental organisation, is in the 

final stages of editing as I write.  

This case study illustrates the pressures of extensive extractive development Aboriginal people 

have been faced with on their country, and the initiatives and strategies the three sisters used to 

make their voices heard. Their concerns centre on the cumulative environmental, cultural and 

social impacts generated by the rapidly-increasing industrialisation of the region. Rey Resources 

has now become a major player in the exploration of the Canning Basin, acquiring 100% of the 

shares in Gulliver for oil exploration and exploitation in the King Sound, and partnering with 

Mitsubishi and Buru Energy to explore the two Fitzroy Block leases for oil and gas (Rey 

Resources, 2017), as shown in the map below. Interestingly, it is worth noting that this map does 

not show the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River, in relation to the various leases, de-emphasising the 

significance of place and booroo in favour of a purely resource-based view of the region, and 

again disregarding Aboriginal perceptions of land, country and territories (Scott, 1998, pp. 49–

51).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 18 – “Canning Basin – The three major prospective trends relating to  

Fitzroy Blocks and Derby Blocks” (Rey Resources, 2017) 
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      7.2.2 James Price Point, Walmadany: Woodside Energy Pty Ltd 
  

The James Price Point campaign has been described and commented on at length by other 

writers (Muecke, 2016b; Muir, 2012; Ruiz Wall, 2010; Wergin, 2016a). My purpose in this 

chapter is not to go over the minute details of the protracted campaign against the proposed 

Woodside Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) Hub, but rather to analyse the key role the three 

sisters, and film, played in it.  

  Significance of Country: Walmadany 
 

James Price Point, known by local traditional custodians as Walmadany, is located sixty 

kilometres north of Broome, on Goolarabooloo-Jabirr-Jabirr Country. It is a place of 

significance for local traditional owners as well as traditional custodians from the entire region, 

imbued with the creation story of Marala, the Emu-Ancestor, and other stories of Bookarrarra 

(Salisbury, Romilio, Herne, Tucker, & Nair, 2016; “Dinosaur Tracks Found in West”, 2017). It is 

also a “lived locale” (Merlan, 1998, p. 72), with many Aboriginal families from Broome regularly 

coming to camp there to connect with country, family and kin. Goolarabooloo is not only the 

name of a people, it is also a Law that travels from Bardi Country in the north, to Karajarri 

Country in the South. It is also called the Law of the Northern Tradition. Hence, people can 

identify as being Goolarabooloo and Jabirr-Jabirr, Goolarabooloo and Bardi, or Goolarabooloo 

and Yawuru, for instance – fluid notions of identity which do not always “fit in” with current 

native title laws. 

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

Whilst not located on Nyikina country, Walmadany is a place of significance for Nyikina 

people. Paddy Roe was a young Nyikina man who had been working on pastoral stations 

Photograph 46 (Magali McDuffie): Marala footprint, Walmadany 
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across the Kimberley. In 1931 he and his wife Pegalilly travelled to the coastal country of the 

Jabirr-Jabirr people, where only about sixty to a hundred elderly people remained, their 

children and grandchildren having been taken away to work on the stations, or placed in 

Beagle Bay mission. Paddy Roe and Pegalilly were taken under the wing of the Jabirr-Jabirr 

Elders. Paddy was taught on country, walked through the land, and entrusted with the 

knowledge, languages and creation stories of the Jabirr-Jabirr, Ngumbarl, and Djugun people 

(Rau, 2011) with the ultimate aim of protecting Goolarabooloo Country, Law and Song Cycles, 

the Law of the Northern Tradition, defined by “a shared knowledge and a shared 

understanding of country” (Wergin, 2016b, p. 8). In 1987 Paddy established the Lurujarri 

Heritage Trail, with a similar vision to that of Lucy: to not only teach young Goolarabooloo 

people about their own country, heritage, traditional skills, and songs, on booroo, but also to 

educate non-Aboriginal people about Goolarabooloo country, and foster connections and 

friendships between Aboriginal people and non Aboriginal people from Australia and the rest 

of the world (Rau, 2011). Walmadany is located on the Lurujarri Trail. As Wergin argues, the 

trail is underpinned by the concept of “collective experience”, in which people come to “do” 

things together on country, rather than being in itself a purely economic initiative. It is a 

collaborative endeavour inscribed in the hybrid economy model put forward by Altman 

(Altman, 2005; Wergin, 2016b, p. 14), in which the land and its relationship with the people in it 

is already valuable, not waiting to gain its value from industrialisation, and where people can 

pursue local aspirations and real connections, rather than mere individualistic economic 

“opportunities” which may never arise. In this way, the trail very much fits in with the three 

sisters’ notion of a culture-conservation economy as described in the previous chapter. 

To the members of the Roe family, Goolarabooloo people, and their supporters, the country 

around Walmadany is “living country”, “because it is walked on and talked about in many 

ways” (Wergin, 2016a, p. 4), constantly strengthening and renewing people’s liyan. It is a 

place where ancestor beings created the earth and left their traces, and where spirits of past 

Aboriginal Elders still live on in sacred places (Wergin, 2016b, p. 4). This is highlighted in 

Wabi’s 2011 interview, during the campaign: 

  

We don’t want mining here in Price Point, we don’t want them. That the place, people.  

Old people been put that thing, old people been buried there in Price Point, don’t touch  

them. That’s the Law, people die there, still they hold them that Price Point.  

(J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2011) 
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The Proposal 
 

When the site was selected by the Western Australian Government as the location of a $45 

billion, 3000 hectares LNG Hub and Processing Plant (Wergin, 2016b, p. 14), the furore the 

decision caused was not only local, but widespread both nationally and internationally, due to 

in no small part to the connections that had been fostered over the years through the Lurujarri 

Heritage Trail. Many people who had walked the trail over the past 25 years travelled back to 

Broome to support the Goolarabooloo people in their fight against the industrialisation of their 

country (Wergin, 2016a, p. 4; 2016b, p. 7).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     Photograph 47 (Magali McDuffie): The red cliffs of Walmadany, James Price Point 

The proposal of a Gas Hub on the Dampier Peninsula was not new: it had been discussed by 

Woodside and Aboriginal stakeholders in the region in 2005, but was unequivocally rejected 

by the Kimberley Land Council at that time (Muir, 2012, p. 5). However, it was the Kimberley 

Land Council that subsequently invited Woodside to reconvene negotiations around the James 

Price Point location, without consulting with the Goolarabooloo people (Muir, 2012, p. 6). A 

compensation package of $1.3 billion was put on the negotiating table, for which traditional 

owners would have to relinquish native title rights, in exchange for education, health, 

employment, and infrastructure opportunities. In 2010, with the negotiations hitting a 

roadblock, Premier Colin Barnett threatened to compulsorily acquire the land - as Muir argues, 

this threat played a major role in the 2011 vote in which 164 Jabirr-Jabirr people pronounced 

themselves in favour of the agreement and 108 against it - with some people in favour 

expressing that they were negotiating with “a gun to their head” (Muir, 2012, p. 5). The vote 
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was highly contentious and generated long-lasting community divisions - some families 

arguing that they had been refused permission to vote, whilst others cast doubts over the 

legality of the voting process itself. In this, the role of the Kimberley Land Council was also 

questioned: the political land rights organisation founded in the late 1970s by the opponents to 

mining exploration in Noonkanbah had by then become a peak body representing over twenty 

Native Title claims in the region (Kimberley Land Council, 2018). Its focus had spread to the 

negotiating of economic and development agreements, particularly through its separate arm, 

the Kimberley Regional Economic Development (KRED), headed by Wayne Bergman (Muir, 

2012, p. 5). As an organisation, the KLC stood to also benefit greatly from the compensation 

package: as seen in the budget figures in Chapter 5, KLC received $8 million from the 

Western Australian Government for the negotiations on the James Price Point Gas Hub. The 

amount of power wielded by some individuals in the organisation has since been questioned 

and allegations of inordinate benefits to some individuals, as well as conflicts of interests, have 

surfaced (Baker, 2018).  

Divisions amongst Aboriginal stakeholders in the region centred around two courses of action: 

protecting “living country” at all costs by opposing the gas hub, the stance pursued by the Roe 

family, Goolarabooloo people, Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal supporters, against other local 

traditional owners. Many Jabirr-Jabirr people, together with Woodside, the State Government, 

the KLC, and the Murdoch Press (Muecke, 2016a) and its powerful media machine, saw 

economic development in the region as beneficial to their impoverished communities, and a 

way of closing the gap (Pickerill, 2018; Wergin, 2016b, p. 5). Added to this was of course the 

divisions between non-Aboriginal people themselves, with many Broome businesses 

supporting the hub, seeing it as a strong economic stimulus for the region (Muir, 2012, p. 2), 

and many locals opposing it. Alliances between the latter, Aboriginal stakeholders, grassroots 

groups and environmental organisations (No Gas Community, Save the Kimberley, or 

Environs Kimberley) emerged. They were brought together by a common cause - protecting 

Broome’s “spirit of place”, a feeling referred to by many campaigners that the environment, the 

history, the nature, and the culture of the area are special and need to be protected (Muir, 

2012, p. 2). An understanding of, and acceptance into the Goolarabooloo World united the 

opponents of the Gas Hub - a sense of being part of a wider network, in which humans, 

animals, plants, spirits, waters, stars, and ancestors are all linked to each other, and 

responsible for its protection (Muecke, 2016a). This was captured in a banner that I designed, 

in consultation with the three sisters and the Roe family, for the Walmadany Tent Embassy: it 

showed a picture of Paddy Roe, with his hands on his heart, and a statement he had made in 

1992 (Simmonds, 1992):  
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    Figure 19 – Walmadany Tent Embassy Banner (McDuffie, 2011)        
   

  Strategies of Resistance 
 

I first heard about the Gas Hub during a visit to the Kimberley in 2010 - and by the time of my 

next visit in 2011, the campaign was in full swing. Headed by the Goolarabooloo people, 

Paddy Roe’s daughter Teresa, and her son, senior “Maja”, or Law Man, the late Joseph Roe, it 

garnered support from far and wide: first regionally, then nationally, and internationally. Anne, 

having been raised in Broome with many connections to local traditional custodians, quickly 

became a vocal opponent to the Hub, speaking at different events, in consultation with the 

Roe family. Locally, she started an inclusive group called “Families of Broome”, including all 

the long-standing local families of Broome who were opposed to the Gas Hub but felt that they 

had not necessarily had a platform to have their voices heard. 

          

I also met with other local families from Broome and we formed Families of Broome. 

 And what we’re saying is that up until that point, there were lots of different groups, 

 doing different things, different conservation groups, different green groups, different 

 protest groups, so Mitch Torres, Alan Pigram and myself, we decided that there 

 needed to be an opportunity for families to have a voice in this process, so we 

 developed the Families of Broome. (A. Poelina,  Personal Communication, 2012) 

  

In September 2011, she travelled to Manly, in Sydney, with Neil McKenzie, a local traditional 

custodian, and myself, to launch The Wilderness Society’s campaign against the Gas Hub - 

thus debunking the myth of Aboriginal “passivity” in the face of environmental organisations’ 

agendas (Vincent & Neale, 2016, p. 7).  

The campaign by the opponents to the hub, whilst under-resourced and seemingly 

insignificant in terms of the scale of the project, relied on several strategies: peaceful, non-
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violent protests such as blockading the main road access to Walmadany on Manari Road, 

people chaining themselves up to the machinery, or dressing up as endangered bilbies; on 

Mother’s Day 2011, “protesters” calmly entered the local police station, led by Anne, and 

distributed roses to all the police officers who had been at times violently subduing and fining 

people on Manari Road; at another stage of the campaign, Colin Barnett sent 150 riot police 

from Perth to disperse “protesters” on Manari Road, who, having been warned about their 

arrival, left an empty road for the police to walk up and down, looking somewhat aimless in the 

news reports (Brown, 2012). Both events received extensive media coverage and attracted a 

groundswell of public support. At Anne’s and other elders’ insistence, campaign slogans and 

messages purposefully adopted a positive stance, not “against the hub”, but “for country”. 

Another facet of the campaign was the establishment, by Anne Poelina and Joseph Roe, of 

the Walmadany Tent Embassy, a permanent camp in which Goolarabooloo people and Elders 

lived for the length of the protracted campaign. The Tent Embassy was opened by Anne and 

Joe in 2011 with a statement of support from Michael Ghillar Anderson in Canberra. In a highly 

symbolic gesture, he sent ashes from the Canberra Tent Embassy to mix in with the ashes of 

the Walmadany Tent Embassy fire - a recognition that the fight was supported by many 

Aboriginal people across Australia.   

The use of citizen and community scientists formed the backbone of the campaign (Wergin, 

2016a): volunteer community members, Broome locals, environmentalists, scientists, 

academics, became an invaluable resource to gather vital data about whale numbers, bilbies, 

endangered flora and fauna, and the fossilised dinosaur tracks on the coastline, producing 

high-quality scientific reports. Soon, broader support came in the shape of well-known artists 

and musicians such as the Pigram Brothers, the John Butler Trio, or Missy Higgins, who had 

spent some time in Broome while filming Perkins’ Bran Nue Dae (Kershaw & Perkins, 2010). 

Influential businessman and Telstra Director Geoffrey Cousins became a strong ally of 

campaigners targeting potential investors, arguing the project was not financially viable 

(Cousins, 2012). Information sessions, and concerts in support of the campaign were 

organised in many locations around Australia, including one in Melbourne which was attended 

by more than 10,000 people, and streamed live, with a Skype link-up to Teresa Roe in 

Broome.  

 

  The Role of Film 
 

The power of visual media took the campaign to the rest of Australia and internationally: well 

known local filmmaker mitch Torres directed a powerful short film, Broome Families Say No to 
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the Gas Hub, with statements from the Families of Broome, which was widely spread via 

YouTube and social media (Torres, 2011). Eugénie Dumont, a French filmmaker, lived at the 

Walmadany Tent Embassy for seven months, and produced an award-winning documentary, 

Heritage Fight, which went on to be screened at many international film festivals, and in 

numerous cinemas across France (Dumont, 2013). Another exemplary collaborative work, 

Lurujarri Dreaming, brought Goolarabooloo stories to life through the use of animation, 

photographs, live action scenes and interviews (Trench-Thiedeman, 2013).  

The three sisters were involved in the campaign from its inception, particularly Anne, who was 

part of all the protest – or “protect” – actions on the ground (Iyuskin American Horse in Canyon 

Ball, 2016). For a time, the James Price Point campaign took priority over all the other cultural 

actions the three women were working on. As described in Chapter 2, the nature of our films 

evolved synchronously with the changes in the socio-political context on the ground. 

Transcending my position as both a filmmaker and researcher, I became an actor in the 

campaign, experiencing what Turner calls a “convergence of goals” (Turner, 1991, pp. 71-72), 

and what Haraway describes as “alignment” (Haraway, 2016, p. 41). A shared “super-ordinate 

goal” (Falzone, 2004, pp. 330-331), the desire to protect a significant place and its cultural 

significance from extensive industrialisation, and a common sense of urgency (MacDougall, 

1995, p. 126), led me to adopt an interventionist approach, and to become an active (activist) 

participant in my collaborators’ lives (Turner, 1991, pp. 71-72).  In the context of Participatory 

Action Research, as Fals-Borda has argued (1995), being involved in this political struggle in 

turn produced useful research, which underpins this chapter.   

Every step of Anne’s pivotal role in the campaign was documented on film, re-affirming her 

agency, articulating her aspirations, and bringing her lived experience of the campaign to the 

fore. In the early stages of Anne’s role in the campaign, a film outcome had not yet been 

discussed: after four years of collaboration, there was an unspoken certainty that a story would 

simply emerge, reveal itself – “kalara”, from the footage recorded. Filming “protect” actions 

also brought actual facts into reality (Srinivasan, 2006), reflecting back to the campaigners 

their own image in a positive way, thereby encouraging and empowering them to continue 

their initiatives. Social media and Facebook virtual events, such as Walking in the Ancestors’ 

Tracks, or Kids for Kimberley, attracted many messages of support from all over the world, 

and became a useful tool in disseminating these actions and generating awareness of the 

campaign in the broader public.  

Used in this way, film also creates a memory of present happenings which will last into the 

future. Much more than an archival tool fostering dialogic histories (De Largy Healy, 2011) with 

the past, it also creates dialogic futures – a means for present elders to “leave” their stories 



 249 

and lived lifeworlds for future generations to look at. Recorded in this way, the campaigns 

become an enduring testimony of Aboriginal people’s agency and of their efforts to protect 

their country.  

  Walmadany Corroboree 
 

In September 2011, the Roe family, Goolarabooloo people, the three sisters, and their close 

supporters, made the decision to organise a corroboree to “wake the snake up”, to tell country 

that its people were still there, still dancing, and still caring about it. I was asked to advertise 

the corroboree through social media channels, at a time when the police had clamped down 

on the protesters on Manari Road. The difficulty resided in attempting to inform people of the 

impending corroboree, whilst not divulging a precise date or time, for fear of the police 

blocking access to the road. With a few key informants, the local grapevine, and using mobile 

phone voice calls, the corroboree took place in the evening of the 12th October 2011. Just 

before sunset, more than 300 people from all backgrounds and walks of life gathered at a 

beach at Walmadany to sing and dance Country. Key Aboriginal Elders and campaigners were 

present on that evening to organise, perform, participate in, or simply attend the ceremony: 

Teresa, Joe and Philip Roe; Mick Michael Wiljaniny; Paddy Neowarra; Lucy Marshall; Jeannie 

Warbie; Anne Poelina and many other Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people. 

  

Wabi had been very vocal in her support of the No Gas Campaign from its inception, likening it 

to the three sisters’ fight to protect the Mardoowarra. In a 2011 interview, she reveals her 

reasons for getting involved in it: 

  

Kids go here fishing, every kid, white kids and blacks, I seen them in jetty when I go  

fishing, I see them with fishing line, all the kids, that’s why we’re fighting, white kids go  

fishing every day, and black kids, black people, go fishing, fishing all around here, 

 that’s why we fighting for river and sea (…). I think about this lot, kids you know, they 

 go fishing every day and what they gonna do, when they poison them all the fish and 

 everything, goolil120 and everything you know, what we gonna do? And river.  

         (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2011) 

  

Mick Michael Wiljaniny had been working with Lucy, Anne and Wabi for a long time through 

Nyikina Inc.: he was heavily involved in the plans for the Nyikina Cultural Centre in Derby, and 

in the Nyikina language programs. As mentioned in Chapter 6, it had been Mick Michael’s 

long-held wish to perform a Warloongarriy Ceremony, for everyone, both Aboriginal and non-

                                                
120 goolil: Bardi word for saltwater turtle.  
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Aboriginal people, to come together on country. The Walmadany Corroboree afforded him this 

opportunity. By then in his mid-80s, he had to be physically supported by family members to 

come up the sandhill to the corroboree ground, but, as the ceremony went on, he gathered 

unexpected strength, singing and eventually getting up and dancing, and enthusiastically 

pleading with the participants throughout the ceremony “don’t stop, keep going” (Poelina, Roe, 

et al., 2011). A respected Walmajarri Elder, brought up into Nyikina Law, he had been invited 

by Anne and the Roe family to perform the songs for the corroboree.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
   

 

 

Using their extensive relationships around the Kimberley, Anne, Lucy and Wabi, and the Roe 

family, also invited respected Ngarinyin Elder Paddy Neowarra to sing the Warloongarriy 

songs. As the moon rose over Walmadany, Mick, Paddy, and Philip, three men, one from the 

desert country, one from the hill country, and one from the sea country, sang the songs of the 

Warloongarriy Ceremony, while Wabi, a woman from the river country, organised more than 

300 people in a Warloongarriy dance formation - a circle on the outside, going clockwise, 

another inside, going anticlockwise, and another in the centre, with all the children, going 

clockwise - mimicking the movements of the catfish in the Mardoowarra river when the 

Yoongoorrookoo is singing, as described in Chapter 1. I recorded an interview with Wabi soon 

after the corroboree had taken place: 

  

Running around, all the kids, all the kids been running inside, and all the men, big mob,  

and all the women and men, oh nice… Good. Make them place happy. What that thing 

 when Mick been sing, we he been sing you know, for that one river. What that fish, little  

Photograph 48 (Magali McDuffie): Walmadany Corroboree, 2011 
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fish, and little one, kids they been running in that, Paddy and Mick been sing, and the  

little one, kids, they been around, like little one fish, inside along the river. Yeah. And  

when they sing, that Yoongoorrookoo inside, in water, inside there, you can’t see him,  

he made this river. Fitzroy River, inside there. And when they late, when they been,  

Micky and what name, Paddy, sing, late you know, called out at the time when that 

 late, the Yoongoorrookoo, we call him Yoongoorrookoo, that big snake that been make 

 that river, he inside, he sing from there. (J. Warbie, Personal Communication, 2011) 

  

The Walmadany Corroboree became both a physical and spiritual manifestation of not only the 

Kimberley-wide support given to the Goolarabooloo people, but of the extensive, past and 

present connections shared by Aboriginal nations across the region, and of the ability of 

ceremonies, such as the Warloongarriy ceremony, to travel to different places (Ngarjno et al., 

2000). A film, Walmadany Corroboree, as the ultimate performance (Glowczewski, 2011), 

brought together all actors and their acts of resistance in one visual narrative, and put the 

campaign on the international stage through extensive social media coverage. Many overseas 

participants took the film’s main message back to their own countries of origin: that 

Walmadany was a significant place, and that it needed to be protected. The film was also an 

opportunity for Lucy to voice her support for the involvement of both Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal people in the corroboree: 

  

Celebration we done the other day because it’s to remind the people. People been 

stopped singing for three years, because they lost their elder. But now, we say, bring it 

up. Straighten up these young people right way to track them down to their own 

country (…) It made me sad. I felt sad. Old people. Bring our old people back, our 

memories, and old people singing with us, they were present with us. (…) I reckon it 

was very good, everybody all joined in, all race of people, different race of people… 

Chinaman and all. Why? Because we want our land to be left alone. You can drink the 

water from bore and dam, but no more. This is a dangerous thing happening. No good. 

(L. Marshall, Personal Communication, 2011) 

  

Walmadany Corroboree (Poelina, Roe, et al., 2011) was screened locally at a film night in 

Broome several days after the event. Central to it was the Warloongarriy corroboree 

performance, interspersed with interviews with Anne, Lucy, and Wabi about its significance. It 

quickly spread via YouTube and social media and became another tool to increase awareness 

of the campaign to protect Walmadany. In 2012, together with Mardoowarra Living Water 

(Poelina, Perdrisat, et al., 2011), it was introduced by Anne and screened as part of the 

extraordinary session at the UNESCO Human Rights Commission in Paris. The showing of the 
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two films at UNESCO had a dual purpose: to feature collective elder’s voices from country and 

ensure they were being heard in a global context; to inform the Human Rights Commission of 

what was happening in the Kimberley region, and of the continued imposition of extractive 

industries onto Aboriginal people’s lands and waters against the wishes of many. This event 

marked the start of an ongoing international dialogue, particularly with UNESCO.  

  Broome Shire Council Elections 
 

Anne, Joseph and Teresa Roe became the public faces of the Walmadany campaign, and 

allied with environmental organisations to have a greater impact. Anne’s very public role in the 

campaign brought her to prominence locally and nationally, and, buoyed by the level of 

support she was receiving, she made the decision to run for the Broome Shire Council 

Elections. Her participation in the elections under the Families of Broome / No Gas banner 

saw her elected as a Broome Shire Councillor and Deputy Shire President in 2012. Her 

election campaign, her perceived expectations of the role, and her subsequent reflections on 

her experience as a councillor, were documented on film both for filmic and research 

purposes. She explains, in an extensive interview with me the following year, the reasons 

behind her political involvement: 

  

I guess one of the things we are saying, Lucy, Jeannie and I, is that as Nyikina women, 

we are very confident in who we are, and the construction of our cultural identity. And 

one of the things is that we didn't set out to become political animals, we set out to 

really mobilise cultural action. But along the way the conversation and dialogues, and 

the meetings, they really alienated people who have a different view, there is no 

opportunity to sit around and talk about the issues, to sit around and constructively look 

at what might be influencing people's worldview and how we can bring evidence-based 

practice and the knowledge that we have for country, how can we bring that into a 

space and have open, honest dialogue. So one of the things that we have noticed as 

Nyikina women over the last three years is that our voices in that process have been 

alienated, we have been seen as the dissenting view, and so in order for us to have the 

right to speak from our heart and about our lived experience, and to some extent to talk 

about the injustice that's happening on country is to look at connecting with different 

opportunities, to look at connecting with different people and networking, and being 

able to say, how can we have a voice in regards to what is happening, and how can we 

bring some of this knowledge that we know of these experiences not only to people in 

Australia but to the world. 
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And so part of that process is that the three of us have become involved with James 

Price Point, with Walmadany, and last year we were able to use and work with these 

senior cultural elders but also people like Mick Michael, Paddy Neowarra, and the 

Traditional Owners from Walmadany, and to be part of that process, part of that 

standing up for country and talking for country, and providing a view that everything 

can't just be about mining, that we need to do all this development in a balanced way, 

and we need to bring science in, we need to be able to include Traditional Owners in 

this process and a very important part that Jonathan speaks of is opportunity for 

Aboriginal people to be seriously part of the decision-making process. So by bringing 

Wabi, and Lucy, and Paddy and Micky, into an opportunity to see what is actually 

happening in another space, another place like Walmadany, it allows us to connect 

with and meet people that can then support what we are trying to do on country. 

  

And so in the last year, when I saw what was happening at Walmadany, and as I said 

earlier, I'm from Broome, Broome is my home, Walmadany is a very special place that 

all my life as a child, my family has gone up there and been part of that space, and 

we've built our personal and community memories there, so you know, people are 

saying, Anne is not a Traditional Owner for that place, Lucy is not a Traditional Owner 

for that place, Wabi is not a Traditional Owner for that place, but it is a very special 

place and we have shared a lot of experiences there, so we feel we have a 

responsibility to support the Traditional Owners there, to support non-Aboriginal people 

who are standing up for that place as well. 

  

So part of that process was getting involved with local government, putting my hand up 

and saying, as a leader from Broome, in order to be able to see if I can influence this 

process, it's been important to be part of the mainstream  governance and democracy. 

So last year with a team of other people I ran for local government and was successful 

in being elected the Deputy Shire President of Broome, so through the local 

government planning processes we are looking at how this development is coming, 

how it is impacting on the people of Broome, and indeed how it will impact on the rest 

of the Kimberley. (A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2012)  

 

As a newly-elected Broome Shire Councillor, Anne envisaged her role as representing the 

voices of the local people who had elected her, gaining more knowledge about local 

government processes, and monitoring development in the region. After four years as a 

councillor, she did not run for council again. In a reflective film interview one year into her role, 

she expressed her disappointment at not being able to effect change because of the perceived 



 254 

powerlessness of local government in the face of major developments, sponsored by 

multinational corporations and supported by the State and Federal governments: 

  

One of the things that I see is that there seems to be a real erosion of democratic 

process at the local government level. What I mean by that is what I see is that the 

Premier and the Department of State Development, when there is a problem, the 

Premier seems to be able to develop new laws, new legislation, new policies to be able 

to get around local government. So I've seen that as State rights, overriding local 

government rights and even to the fact that last year when there was a compulsory 

acquisition court case and  the Judge found in favour of the Traditional Owners that 

that compulsory acquisition was illegal, I've gone on to interpret that what the Premier 

has done is brought in a new law, brought in new legislation to create an improvement 

plan and an improvement scheme. So what I'm saying is that I believe that it is a new 

form of compulsory mainstream acquisition, where the Premier has been able to 

generate this new law to actually excise the LNG precinct out of the planning control of 

local government. So these are new strategies that the Premier seems to be using, and 

one of my concerns is that as a Councillor we swear allegiance to serve the whole of 

the constituents of the Shire and what I see is that these new laws, this new legislation 

and these policies seem to be one, enshrining the rights of the State Government over 

local government, but more importantly enshrining the rights of corporations over 

ordinary citizens. So this is a learning curve and I think there is new ways to take this, 

but it's been one way that I can have a look at and review and analyse information that 

comes to local government and be able to form my own view and vote on that view in a 

democratic way of how I see planning and development happening around the 

Walmadany / James Price Point process, from a local government perspective and a 

State-wide perspective, and from the Federal government. 

(A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2012) 

 

Following the Walmadany campaign and her election on the Broome Shire Council, Anne’s 

growing public profile prompted us to produce a short film about her story, Anne Poelina: My 

Story, for use in presentations and conferences around the country (Poelina & McDuffie, 

2011). This video still encapsulates, to this day, Anne’s vocal stance on the impacts of 

extractive industries on Aboriginal people, her championing of sustainable industries on 

Country, and her positioning of booroo in a national and global space:  

 

I have learned that the colonial process is entrenched in the laws and the practices of 

government, corporations, and Indigenous representative bodies, which impose 
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developments over Traditional Owners, who do not have free, prior or informed 

consent.  

Furthermore, that unpopular resource extraction processes, such as coal seam gas, 

are deceptively shepherded through Traditional Owner approval processes (..) 

Mr Jones [Alan Jones] makes the argument for farmers to have the right to Lock the 

Gate which is effectively the same as Aboriginal people’s call for the right to veto 

mining on their lands.  There is a common need to protect our water, food and job 

security into the future. The fact is, there are more indigenous jobs in the culture 

conservation green collar industries, such as Landcare, ranger and tourism. These jobs 

are more sustainable and produce greater social and cultural benefits than mining.  

The path to protecting the Mardoowarra, Fitzroy River Basin, requires multiple 

methods, and will not be won on legal, scientific, environmental, or cultural grounds. 

Rather, it will be won through politics (…) 

The current worldwide financial crisis demonstrates quality of lives cannot be dictated 

to solely by the pursuit of growth and a linear pathway to a failing globalisation. We 

must listen to the voices of Indigenous people to see the world spatially, valuing social, 

cultural, human, environmental and economic assets and capital.  

 (Anne Poelina in Poelina & McDuffie, 2011) 

  The End of the Walmadany Campaign? 
 

In what has been labelled as one of the most successful grassroots environmental campaigns 

in recent times (Muecke, 2016a), The James Price Point Liquefied Gas Hub project was 

shelved by Woodside in April 2013, for financial reasons. Analysts believed the proposal was 

not economically viable and would fail to deliver the necessary returns because of spiralling 

building and labour costs (Wilson-Chapman & AAP, 2013). In its announcement, Woodside 

insisted that the shelving of the project was purely due to commercial imperatives (Chambers, 

2013), while activists around Australia celebrated the victory (Parkes, 2013).  

However, some uncertainty still lingers around the potential future development of James 

Price Point, which the Western Australian Government compulsorily acquired in 2013. Native 

Title developments have left the region fraught with disputes and divisions which I observed 

and documented on film when living in Broome during 2017-2018. In November 2017, the 

Goolarabooloo People’s claim to the area was dismissed by the Federal Court (AIATSIS, 

2017; National Native Title Tribunal, 2018). In May 2018, the Jabirr-Jabirr and Bindunbur 

Native Title Claim was successful, leaving the door open to further negotiations between the 

former proponents of the Gas Hub, intent on the economic development of the region, and 

multinational resource companies (Hirini, 2018).  
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7.3 “Glocal” Networking 
  

These two case studies demonstrate the long-term strategies Anne put in place to prevent 

industrial development that many people saw as being environmentally and culturally 

destructive. Both proposals were viewed by the three sisters, and many others, as having 

potentially catastrophic environmental and cultural impacts. Both campaigns were reactive to 

start with but became proactive, using innovative strategies to put forward their concerns. Both 

were started by local custodians with the aim of protecting country, booroo, and achieved 

international reach, particularly through social media distribution and film screenings.  

 7.3.1 “Green-Black” Alliances 
 
Two vital aspects of the Rey Resources and James Price Point campaigns need to be 

highlighted. Firstly, the alliance between environmental organisations and local traditional 

custodians, which is not new in the Kimberley region, and is an issue of significance in 

contemporary politics. In her legal battle to protect Duchess Paradise from coal mining, Anne 

was supported by the Wilderness Society, Environs Kimberley and the Environmental 

Defenders’ Office, at her request - negating the notion brought forward by Langton in her 2012 

Boyer Lectures that environmental organisations only “use” Aboriginal people for their own 

agendas (Langton, 2013), and Noel Pearson’s virulent attacks on “greenies” (Robertson, 

2015). In this campaign, Anne was very much leading the way: environmental organisations 

provided the logistical support and media coverage she needed, illustrating a “convergence of 

goals” (Turner, 1991) within a mutually beneficial alliance. A similar scenario unfolded with the 

James Price Point David-and-Goliath battle, when Anne became, together with Joseph Roe, 

the face of the Wilderness Society’s national media campaign – again, both sides, having 

similar goals, saw the benefits in working together. Since then, Anne has continued to 

collaborate successfully with environmental organisations, as shown in the examples below.  

 

In 2014, she was part of the Places You Love initiative, an alliance of key environmental 

groups such as WWF Australia, The Wilderness Society, the Australian Conservation 

Foundation, Birdlife Australia, and Humane Society International. Anne became one of the 

main faces of the campaign, with a short film released in 2014. Places You Love - Anne 

Poelina (Places You Love Alliance, McPhillips, & McDuffie, 2014) was screened at the World 

Parks Congress in Sydney the same year. The film highlighted the role of traditional 

custodians in protecting their country, not just for themselves, but for the rest of the world:  
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 The Kimberley is an amazing natural and cultural landscape. It is extremely diverse 

 and so beautiful… It contains the river, the sea, the hill country and the desert and 

 these assets belong to the world, so as traditional custodians we are protecting them 

 for world citizens. (Anne Poelina, in Places You Love Alliance et al., 2014) 

 

Soon after the James Price Point campaign ended, it was announced that Buru Energy had 

obtained a lease on the Fitzroy River to extract shale gas on Yawuru and Nyikina Country. 

Anne immediately became one of the faces of the Lock The Gate campaign, supporting Micklo 

Corpus in his stand against Buru Energy (Market Forces, 2016), lobbying government 

ministers in Canberra against fracking, calling for more information, public debates, scientific 

surveys, and investment from governments to explore alternative economies for the region 

(Jabour, 2014).  

Following reports of radioactive wastewater contamination near the test wells in Yulleroo, in 

June 2018 (Hasham, 2018), Anne Poelina, Grace Mulligan and myself collaborated on the 

production of a short film about the dangers of hydraulic fracturing (Poelina & McDuffie, 2018), 

for distribution on Indigenous Community Television (ICTV) and social media. As mentioned in 

the first part of the chapter, Anne’s campaign against the Duchess Paradise coal mine on the 

Fitzroy River is still ongoing, with the support of various environmental organisations.   

These “green-black alliances” are often seen as “unstable” (Vincent & Neale, 2016): at times 

partly successful, at times fraught with conflict. Pickerill points out that because of multiple and 

and contrasting values and interests, these relationships can often be “messy, negotiated, and 

contingent” (Pickerill, 2018). Anne’s campaign against the Rey Resources coal mine, and her 

role in protecting Walmadany, both certainly challenged the unfounded assumption of the 

passivity of Aboriginal people - who are often seen as being manipulated by ideological 

agendas from outsiders, as discussed by Neale and Vincent (Vincent & Neale, 2016, p. 7). 

Langton has also posited that environmental organisations, and their “professional protesters”, 

are “romanticising” the image of “wilderness”, and of Aboriginal people, for their own gains, 

while conveniently ignoring the poverty and the lack of economic development opportunities 

experienced by remote communities (Langton, 2013, p. 32; 75).  

I would argue that the situation is a much more complex one, and cannot be resolved with the 

simplistic solution proposed by Langton - that mining companies will provide employment 

opportunities for Aboriginal people at an unprecedented rate, thereby doing away with poverty 

in remote communities (Langton, 2013, pp. 37–39). The issue is not poverty itself, which 

obviously exists and needs to be tackled, but resides in the fact that economic development 

proposals for remote communities, such as involvement in extractive resource industries, are 
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mostly reductionist and short term, reflecting a narrow vision of development. They often 

assume a complete adherence to, and acceptance of, the market economy - a Western 

construct which is often not accepted in its totality by all Aboriginal people, some of whom 

attempt to put forward what they consider to be better alternatives, anchored within a hybrid 

economy framework (Altman, 2005), and aspirations of self-sufficiency. In this, Anne’s actions, 

and the three sisters’ initiatives discussed in previous chapters, can be seen as a “push back”, 

a counter-discourse against the “realist apparatus” described by Muecke: 

Mining companies come to Goolarabooloo country armed with this realist apparatus,  

strategically plugged in to their arrays of institutions that precisely articulate financial 

investment with the objectivity of the hard sciences (geology, chemistry, etc.) with the 

technological capacities of engineering, the rights afforded by the law and the 

executive powers of politics. (Muecke, 2016a, p. 253) 

  

The three sisters are often joined by non-Aboriginal people who have come to reject the 

broader constructs of capitalist societies, and who find themselves involved in similar fights, 

albeit underpinned by different aspirations. Finding common ground through dialogue, 

“shoulder to shoulder”, as Lucy calls it, people who are willing to listen - and thus, who 

complete the speech act (Landry & MacLean, 1996, p. 292) - come alongside Aboriginal 

people. In doing so, they have the opportunity to broaden their knowledge and perspectives of 

what “nature”, “environment”, “Country” and “culture” may mean, thereby creating a powerful 

counter-discourse together. Lucy, Wabi, and Anne have all been agents of change in their own 

right, developing their own strategies centred in booroo, and around their customary 

responsibilities to country: they have sought support from outsiders when wanted or needed - 

a long-term, dialogic strategy, which is very much reflected in both campaigns, and in all their 

cultural actions. While it is undeniable that environmental organisations benefit from these 

associations in terms of magnifying the strength of their message, they have certainly not been 

the “drivers” of these local campaigns, but rather, ardent supporters and collaborators.  

 

 7.3.2 Challenging Nature-Culture Binaries 
  

Anne’s innovative actions are also a direct challenge to long-established nature-culture, 

humanities-sciences binaries. The Families of Broome group cut across the boundaries of 

environment, and culture, usually “either… or” labels, to bring people together around the 

concept and feeling of “place” (Muir, 2012). Through her experience as a councillor, Anne 
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became aware that change was not necessarily effected at a local government level, but was 

likely to occur through wider connections, and placing booroo in the global space. 

Thus, seeking to broaden her networks, Anne undertook a five-day course to become a Peter 

Cullen Trust Fellow in 2012. Transcending disciplinary divides, the trust defines its philosophy 

as “bridging science, people and the environment, believing that respectful, informed and 

meaningful collaboration is the key for responsible and sustainable water management, now 

and in the future” (Peter Cullen Water & Environment Trust, 2015).  

As part of this involvement in water governance, Anne is also a case study leader in the ANU 

French-Australian Fonds Pacifique Water Governance Project,  which is looking at 

sustainability and water stewardship in Oceania, examining current challenges, participatory 

planning approaches, and future directions in water management in places in Oceania such as 

the Kimberley, Kiribati, Tonga, and New Caledonia (Daniell et al., 2016). 

From an Indigenous perspective, decisions relating to development concerns are most often 

made by taking both the human and the non-human world into consideration (Vásquez, 2010, 

p. 277). Bojórquez argues that for many Indigenous peoples, knowledge of the world is gained 

by living in it, experiencing it, learning skills by doing from those who do: knowledge as 

Westerners obtain it, by categorising and ordering, is mainly information gathering, but if one 

cannot relate to it, then it is useless (Bojórquez, 2010, p. 128). As Deborah McGregor argues, 

Traditional Ecological Knowledge121, for instance, is an integrative way of life for people 

actually living that life – it is not just simply a body of knowledge or instruction manual on how 

to live (McGregor, 2004, p. 59). The concept of relational knowledge is a therefore a very 

important one: knowledge that occurs horizontally, not vertically and hierarchically, is shared 

with the universe, and is therefore not just an individual process of collecting or assembling. 

Living knowledge, for Indigenous peoples, therefore means addressing all of its dynamics in a 

holistic way, and its involvement with location, politics, identity, culture, history, and land, all of 

which are woven together with inherited knowledge and new lived experiences (Stocek & 

Mark, 2009, p. 80).  

As Stephen Muecke argues, science has claimed exclusive knowledge of nature, while the 

concept of culture has been entrusted to the realm of humanities, thus presenting “nature” as a 

separate object to be studied - privileging the utilitarian dimension of nature (Muecke, 2008, p. 

80; Scott, 1998) viewed as a resource to be exploited or quantified, as discussed in Chapter 5. 

                                                
121 Sometimes also called Indigenous Ecological Knowledge (IEK). The expression has however been 
criticised by other Indigenous scholars as being a cultural and intellectual appropriation by government 
departments which aim at making Indigenous knowledges fit within the conventional Western science 
paradigm (Casimirri, 2003; O’Bryan, 2004) 
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Instead, deconstructing the concept of nature, and pluralising it, Bruno Latour proposes the 

term “naturecultures”, arguing that there is no unified, singular nature, only natural-cultural 

hybrids, and that nature and culture were never separated (Muecke, 2009, pp. 197–198). Not 

only do the three sisters bring nature and culture together in everything they do in their cultural 

actions, as described in Chapters 6 and 7, but they also contribute to the emergence of a 

dialogue between distinct and usually separate spheres of influence. Ignoring those so-called 

science-humanities divisions, or the usual binaries of “culture” versus “environment”, Anne’s 

strategies go to the core of the concept of “naturecultures”. Bringing together science and 

culture, she not only demonstrates that both are not necessarily mutually exclusive, but that 

they can work together in a holistic way to prevent negative impacts to “glocal” places 

(Himiyama et al., 2010) of environmental and cultural significance. It is this dialogue, based in 

booroo, that underpins the emergence of new global, rhizomatic connections (Deleuze & 

Guattari, 2004; Glowczewski, 2005), actively sought and encouraged at every step of the way, 

transcending barriers of language, ethnicity, education and culture: 

For us, it’s not a black or white thing, it’s not Indigenous versus non-Indigenous, what 

 we see is that we’re at a critical point in our history, we’re at a critical point in the world,  

where we’re watching what is happening globally, and we’re seeing the implosion from  

what we’re calling exuberant greed, and what we’re saying is that we, as human 

 beings, we, if we as all of us who care about that place, if we can’t save James Price 

 Point, then there does not seem to be hope to save anywhere else that’s culturally and  

environmentally as significant as Walmadany. (A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 

 2012) 

 

 7.3.3 Booroo in the World 
    

In spite of the natural progression of the three sisters’ cultural actions into a global space, 

Anne’s involvement on the international stage is not the result of a chronological progression 

from the local, to the national, and to the international domain. Rather, Anne, as well as Wabi 

and Lucy, have always construed the local space, Booroo, as part of a much wider world 

which they have engaged with throughout their lives, as demonstrated in Chapters 6 and 7. 

Anne herself began her international journey through her participation in the 2010 Redstone 

Statement, where 22 Indigenous Environmental Philosophers came together in Oklahoma to 

draft a call to the world: “Leave Us A Future!” (Aillapan et al., 2010). 

The connections forged at this meeting were maintained through time, with Dr. Jonathan 

Hook, a Cherokee Environmental Philosopher, coming to the Kimberley in 2011 to learn more 
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about the local issues faced by Nyikina people. I recorded an interview with Jonathan for our 

film, Three Sisters, Women of High Degree (Poelina et al., 2015), which became a key 

statement in the documentary: a powerful acknowledgement that, even though the aspirations 

of the three sisters were grounded in booroo, they were also reflective of global issues, and 

that solutions could be found in a global collaborative space. Years later, in July 2015, 

Jonathan and Anne would again come together at the Climate Change Conference in Paris, 

Our Common Future Under Climate Change, to not only raise issues faced by Indigenous 

Peoples around climate change, but also to examine the importance of collaboration between 

Indigenous and Non-Indigenous science to address climate change (“Our Common Future 

Under Climate Change - International scientific conference,” 2015). We produced a film, Our 

Shared and Common Future, which was presented at the conference (Poelina & McDuffie, 

2015).  

Anne’s involvement in the international space has continued over the years: she has 

discussed and explored at length the concept of “ecocide law” with English Earth Lawyer Polly 

Higgins, a leading advocate for a law that would “prohibit extensive damage, destruction to or 

loss of human and non-human life” (Higgins, 2016; Higgins, 2017). More recently, Anne has 

been examining the proposal of a Global Geopark for the Kimberley region, through the Global 

Geopark Network. 

Illustrating the global reach of her initiatives, Anne brought the case of the Mardoowarra, 

Fitzroy River, to the International Rights of Nature Tribunal in Brisbane in October 2016, 

through the Australian Earth Laws Alliance (Slaughter, 2016; Australian Earth Laws Alliance, 

2018). Reflecting the multi-species approach advocated by Haraway (2016), the concept of 

“naturecultures” proposed by Latour (2013), and human and non-human collaborations, Anne 

spoke on behalf of the river, asking for its rights to be recognised, in accordance with 

traditional custodians’ “first laws”. Transcending the boundaries between humanities and 

science, her evidence was supported by Dr. Vic Semenuik, a specialist of the Fitzroy River, 

who highlighted the threats faced by the river, and Dr. Michelle Lim, who exposed “the failings 

of the current legal system to protect the river’s right to exist, thrive and evolve” (Slaughter, 

2016). Anne then presented our film, Mardoowarra’s Right to Life (Mardoowarra, Poelina & 

McDuffie, 2017) as evidence to the tribunal. Using an interative process again, the film 

contained both old a new material edited together for the purposes of the presentation. Going 

further than just representing the river, Anne was intent on giving the Mardoowarra its own 

voice in the film - speaking as “I”, the Mardoowarra introduced and represented itself: 

  My name is Mardoowarra 

When the Europeans came to me, they called me by another name: Fitzroy River. 
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But I hold to my name which was given to me in the Bookarrakarra. 

I hold my totem, Yoongoorrookoo, the rainbow serpent, 

Who formed the Mardoowarra River valley tracks, 

As Woonyoomboo, the first human being, 

Stood and rode on my back, holding the spear firmly planted in my rainbow skin 

As we twisted and turned, up in the sky, down in the ground 

Together we carved our way, forming the Mardoowarra, 

Singing the Warloongarriy, the river law song for country. 

(…) 

Mardoowarra Voice Over (Mark Coles Smith, in Mardoowarra et al., 2017) 

  

The film also had a special screening in Broome for the visit of the UN Rapporteur on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Ms Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, on March 22nd, 2017. 

 

As I have pointed out in previous chapters, this exploration of key global concepts and laws, 

such as the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, and the act of 

disseminating the Nyikina story globally, through international festivals, films, conferences, 

partnerships with universities, or participation in political summits, are still anchored in place, 

booroo - Country. Scientists met at overseas conferences are invited to come to booroo to 

work with people on the ground, such as drone scientist Barbara Bollard, from the Auckland 

University of Technology, who mapped country with Nyikina Elders in 2014 (Poelina & 

McDuffie, 2014), and returned in 2016 for another project. The focus of the three sisters is 

local - within a global space. The principles underpinning research and collaborative projects 

on Nyikina Country stem from booroo, and from Nyikina Law.  

The three sisters’ cultural actions, their proposed models for sustainability, are firmly anchored 

in Nyikina cosmology, liyan, and the continuation of customary Aboriginal Law and belief 

systems within a contemporary context. The Wunan Law, for instance, which I described in 

Chapter 1, forms a significant part of Nyikina women’s aspirations for development on Nyikina 

Country:  

I think one of the things that’s very important, that I’ve learned not just from Nyikina 

people, but from people from the hill country, from Ngarinyin people, is that, before 

white people came, we had a principle called the Wunan Law. And the Wunan Law 

recognises that each of the different nations, everyone had their own stories, everyone 

had their own Law, everyone had their own songs, and had their own way of doing 

community business and co-existing with the land. 
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So the Wunan Law was a regional governance model. It was about sharing, caring for 

people, it was about trade, it was about exchange, so the Wunan Law starts from the 

Sunrise Country, and travels all the way through Nyikina Country, down to the Sun 

Down Country, it then travels into the desert into Warlpiri Country and up to Kakadu 

and back so it covered a huge cultural block. 

So that was about recognition of cultural diversity, around all of these things of how we 

coexisted and co-managed the land and the natural resources and the nations prior to 

invasion and colonisation. 

The Wunan Law is an inter-national Law. It combined all of the nations together under 

one code of conduct, values, principles for co-existence and co-management. So we 

are now looking at how can we bring some of those principles into regional 

governance, into a model that is going to include non- Indigenous people as well as 

Aboriginal people, caring for the land and for the Kimberley waters. 

(A. Poelina, Personal Communication, 2013) 

  

In spite of Anne’s multiple layers of involvement in broader initiatives regionally, nationally and 

internationally, booroo remains at the centre of all her cultural actions. Booroo becomes the 

centre of a global network of connections which are facilitated by multiple actors, 

performances and events, always referring back to booroo, taking Country out to the broader 

world, and bringing back new actors into it . 

Nothing illustrates this more than Anne’s final statement in our film, Three Sisters, Women of 

High Degree (Poelina et al., 2015), in which she passes on a Bookarrarra story from Senior 

Nyikina Elder Darby Ngangaryn, Jabo122, grounding it into a contemporary context and in a 

“glocal” space (Himiyama et al., 2010): 

Jabo Darby used to say, in the beginning he used to say, come, come Jabirr-Jabirr, 

come Nyul-Nyul, come all the tribes to the river, when the time is hard, come and let 

the river nourish you, let it feed you, let it soothe your spirit, and then go back to where 

you came from and tell your people out there how important the river is. And in more 

recent times, before Jabo passed away, he was singing a song, come in Japane 

people123, come in Chinaman people, come in English people, come in French people, 

come, come to the river of life, the Mardoowarra, come and show the world that this is 

important for all of us, for our humanity, and the song cycle now is to go forward, so all 

you people out there, come and hear the call from Jabo, come to the Kimberley, come 

                                                
122 Jabo: from “jabawoo”, affectionate term for grandfather (Hattersley, 2014, p.5) 
123 The spelling in this quote reflects Jabo Darby’s original pronunciation of the words in Aboriginal 
English.  
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and support us, because we are standing up for humanity. (Anne Poelina, in Poelina et 

al., 2015) 

   

Firmly anchored in her Nyikina identity and in the Nyikina space, Anne has been part of 

various initiatives at the local, regional, national, and international levels: from the Majala 

Wilderness Centre to the Climate Change Conference in Paris, from community cultural 

actions to an international declaration on the rights of Indigenous Peoples (Redstone 

Statement), Anne, following Lucy and Wabi’s guidance, has enabled the Nyikina worldview to 

be disseminated in a global space. But in a cyclic way, as illustrated in the diagram below, the 

world always comes back to booroo, in the shape of work collaborations and alliances 

between local custodians,  universities, environmental organisations, and other international 

allies, who are invited back to booroo to learn about the Nyikina way, and apply it to purposeful 

collaborations and “life projects” (Blaser, 2004) - contributing to the creation a life worth living, 

for all actors (Sen, 1999). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

           

            

 

 

 

          Figure 20 – kalara, “making seen, revealing” - Anne’s Journey of Actionism (McDuffie, 2017)  
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Conclusion 
  
In this chapter I have reflected on the wide range of strategies put in place by Anne under the 

guidance of Nyikina Elders, which complement and enhance the cultural actions discussed in 

Chapter 6.  

In the first part of the chapter I have examined Anne’s motivations behind the creation of the 

Majala Wilderness Centre, and how it can be construed as a “glocal” space (Himiyama et al., 

2010), firmly anchored in booroo through its founding principles, its operation, and its goals, 

but open to the world as a place of education and learning for all. I have also explored how 

Anne’s proactive regional involvement in multiple initiatives has enabled her to significantly 

contribute to a national dialogue about local issues between Kimberley Aboriginal people and 

the state and federal governments, highlighting the people’s will to have agency in the matters 

that are important to them.  

In the second part of the chapter I have analysed Anne’s actions and strategies in responding 

to industrial development proposals seen as threatening the local environment, Nyikina and 

Goolarabooloo cultures, and therefore the very fabric of people’s identity. The Rey Resources 

and James Price Point case studies demonstrate the strong agency of Aboriginal communities 

in protecting their country and culture, and their holistic approach to resisting what they 

perceive as unscrupulous development, using culture, science, film and legal processes to 

make their voices heard.  

In the third part of the chapter I contend that those “protect” actions (rather than “protest”) 

illustrate recent successes in so-called “green-black alliances” (Muecke, 2016a; Vincent & 

Neale, 2016) and the potential of such concerted actions. They also highlight Anne’s 

consistent attempts to transcend the boundaries between nature and culture, science and 

humanities in order to forge a new way forward, promoting multidisciplinary alliances on a 

global scale, while anchoring all her actions in booroo.  

Throughout this chapter, I have also examined the vital role of film in the research process, as 

a tool to disseminate information, and as a means of documenting cultural actions and acts of 

resistance over an extended period of time, as well as reflecting on them.  In particular, I have 

demonstrated how the medium of film, as an iterative, slow-reveal “kalara” process, has had a 

significant role in the campaigns, collecting evidence, bringing various actors together, re-

affirming the sisters’ aspirations, disseminating pivotal information, and enabling them to take 

their fight into the national and international arena. I have also reflected on my complex role as 

a researcher, filmmaker, and activist (or actionist) in some of the campaigns, in keeping with 
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the principles of Participatory Action Research (Fals-Borda, 1995), and Turner’s concept of 

“convergence” (Turner, 1991).  

The next chapter will be my concluding chapter. In it, I will summarise my findings, and offer 

an analysis of the achievements of the three women, particularly in an international context, 

positioning their counter-discourse into a much broader philosophical framework in which 

Indigenous voices, and the concept of place, are becoming critical for the survival of the planet 

and humanity.  

 

  

                    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Photograph 49 (Magali McDuffie): Anne Poelina at Walmadany, 2012   
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CHAPTER 8 

Findings and Analysis: Conclusion 
 

Introduction 
 
In the previous chapters I have brought to light Nyikina women’s perspectives on development 

on their Country, putting booroo at the core of all decisions: being-on-country, naming country, 

sharing country is a means of being-in-the-world (Heidegger). The women’s agency is 

revealed in “protect” actions to prevent what they perceive as ethically contentious 

development on their Country. The strategies they use, and the alliances they create, 

transcending disciplinary and cultural boundaries, illustrates their vision of the world is holistic, 

one in which humans are part of nature rather than above it. This is reflected in their visions for 

development on their Country.  

In the first part of my conclusion I will summarise my findings, detailing key aspects revealed 

by the “kalara” process throughout this study. In the second part of this chapter, I will propose 

an analysis of these findings, and reflect on the way the three sisters’ voices, based in booroo, 

have become a vital part of a much broader global Indigenous counter-discourse proposing 

alternatives to development for the benefit of all humans and non-humans.  

 8.1 Findings 
 

This study, anchored in booroo, initially set out to tell the story of three Nyikina sisters, of their 

families and communities, through their own words, actions, and lived experiences. Far from 

solely belonging to a localised, geographically-bound space, the women have consistently 

developed new strategies of agency on the basis of their Nyikina worldview, within Nyikina 

booroo, whilst concurrently transcending boundaries and being part of a wider world: a “glocal” 

space (Himiyama et al., 2010) which they have continually interacted and shared knowledge 

with, sought support from, and educated about innovative, holistic alternatives for 

development.  

Booroo lies at the heart this study. In Chapter 1, I introduced the Kimberley as a physical, 

geographical, demographic, and administrative space. While common colonial and historical 

experiences connect Nyikina people to a broader Kimberley identity, they are known as 
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theYimardoowarra people, the people of the Lower Fitzroy River. Nyikina identity is intricately 

bound with the river, and Nyikina country: Nyikina people’s liyan and emotional well-being 

emanates from their multi-layered connection with booroo; creation stories of the Mardoowarra 

River anchor Nyikina identity physically, culturally, intellectually, and spiritually, to Country: in 

the Bookarrarra, their ancestor Woonyoomboo, a man, and the Yoongoorrookoo, a serpent, 

created the Mardoowarra, from which Nyikina people gained their sustenance through well-

understood seasonal cycles: a dialogic relationship between humans and non-humans which 

is still strong today, and whose spiritual significance is celebrated through the singing and 

dancing of the Warloongarriy Ceremony. In this chapter, I was intent for the reader to gain an 

understanding of the Nyikina worldview beyond the colonised surface, much as Lucy Marshall 

had done with me when I first arrived in the Kimberley (Poelina et al., 2007). Learning to “see” 

booroo in all its interconnectedness, rather than empty land, Terra Nullius, disconnected from 

humans as a mere “environment” to live in, is critical to a successful Indigenist approach. 

Indeed, through this process, booroo becomes the decolonising ground, anchoring the three 

women and their lifeworlds in place, and enabling the voices of Country to be heard.  

Booroo is therefore central to our collaboration, and to the films produced by Nyikina women, 

as demonstrated in Chapter 2. Firmly anchored in Nyikina identity and in the Nyikina space, 

reflecting the importance of booroo both visually and orally, films are visual representations 

and performances of various initiatives at the local, regional, national, and global levels: from 

the Majala Wilderness Centre to the Climate Change Conference in Paris, from community 

cultural actions to the International Tribunal on the Rights of Nature, they have enabled 

Nyikina women to disseminate the Nyikina worldview into a global space, fostering 

multidisciplinary connections and transcending disciplinary boundaries.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, films made on Nyikina Country result from a dialogic encounter 

between booroo, Yimardoowarra people, the filmmaker, and the audience. Nyikina women’s 

life experiences, identity, knowledge and vision shape their content, rather than the 

filmmaker’s preconceived ideas of what the final film outcome may be. Therefore, the films are 

“jimbinkaboo” – made “from the inside to the outside”, communicating the women’s reality on 

their terms to the broader world, with the filmmaker’s camera acting merely as a facilitator, or a 

conduit (Rodaway, 2016), within a much broader dialogic process, centred on booroo. This 

dialogue is local, intra-cultural, national, international, intercultural, occurring in the present, 

using voices from the past, informing the future, as well as representing non-humans 

(Mardoowarra at al, 2017). 

In a cyclic way, emerging from booroo, our films have enabled global actors to in turn come 

back to booroo, forging work collaborations and alliances between local custodians, 
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universities, environmental organisations, and other international allies. Those actors are 

invited back to booroo to learn about the Nyikina way, and apply it to purposeful 

collaborations, underpinned by the founding principles of Participatory Action Research (Fals-

Borda, 1997), and contributing to the creation of a life worth living, for all actors (Sen, 1999). 

Promoting Nyikina people’s life projects (Blaser, 2004), and based upon social, cultural, 

spiritual, and emotional well-being, the films, and the cultural actions they depict, offer a 

counter-discourse by Nyikina women to the reductionist notions of resource-extraction-based 

capitalist development proposed by the State.  

The medium of film, as a process, promotes intra- and inter-generational conversations of 

dialogic histories and dialogic futures, in which Aboriginal elders, dialoguing and re-telling 

stories through a time-space continuum, are given the opportunity to share their knowledge 

with local or global audiences. In this way, this knowledge can be discussed, communicated, 

and re-claimed for various purposes. Film, used as a decolonising methodology (Smith, 1999), 

renders Nyikina histories, voices and worldviews visible globally, and often constitutes a 

trigger for other multi-disciplinary and dialogic collaborations. Film, as a performance, also 

offers a post-reflection and in-depth evaluation of those collaborations – mapping the 

connections that occur during the process of being produced, made, distributed, seen, 

screened, and discussed in various forums, demonstrating the agency of Nyikina people for 

the benefit of future generations. 

In Chapter 3, I demonstrated how the disciplines of colonial anthropology and science, aided 

and abetted by social theories of the time, such as Darwinism, biological determinism (Fforde 

et al., 2013), and racial theories, worked together - albeit unwittingly at times - with the political 

apparatus to frame the representation of Aboriginal people as the “exotic Other” (Said, 1978), 

and “primitives” in need of the “civilising”, or “uplifting” mission (Hasluck, 1942) of the West. A 

genealogy (Foucault et al., 2003) of the various domains which have facilitated the existence 

and survival of the dominant discourse through time, has rendered visible (kalara) the ways in 

which these have co-existed, interacted, and are still interacting today:  successive 

governments put in place oppressive legislation to first suppress Aboriginal resistance, and 

then to justify the appropriation of Aboriginal land for productivity and development purposes.  

Bringing Nyikina people’s voices to the fore, past and present, through film and archival 

research, has also enabled me to make visible a counter-discourse which reflects the Nyikina 

sisters’ lived experiences and their development aspirations to the present day. From the overt 

violence of invasion and land occupation, to the ambiguous, covert, but often collaborative 

strategies of control by governments, missionaries, lawmakers, anthropologists, and 

pastoralists, Chapter 4 demonstrated how Nyikina people were oppressed, marginalised, and 
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many removed from their ancestral lands. Framed as the “exotic Other” by early explorers’s 

accounts, Kimberley Aboriginal people were first considered to be an obstacle to the spread of 

“civilisation”. They were killed, or removed from their Country, at times violently by the police 

or new settlers, or more covertly under the guise of “protection” by the government or the 

missionaries, making use of a legal framework put in place by lawmakers with pastoral 

interests in the region. Demonstrating adaptability and flexibility, they also became, 

paradoxically, the backbone of the pastoral industry while being excluded from the region’s 

economic life. Throughout all this, they displayed outstanding cultural resilience in the 

maintenance of their knowledge of Country, stories, language, and customary Law, which 

continue to inform the three sisters’ cultural actions and strategies of resistance today. 

Through historical and historiographical research, and the subsequent return of archival 

materials, Nyikina people have been able to re-engage with this counter-discourse, and have 

not only used it to speak back to (Spivak, 2010), and reclaim the dominant discourse, but also 

to educate young Nyikina people, and to frame their current aspirations for development on 

their country.  

Chapters 3 and 4 also demonstrated how the dominant settler colonial discourse on 

development124 had been woefully ethnocentric, and also at times very violent (Berthoud, 

1999, p. 81). Indigenous voices, through their oral stories, past and present, “represent a 

different form of historical voice” (Langdon, 2009, p. 49), one that provides a counter-discourse 

to the way historical relationships are viewed, constructed, and interpreted.  

In Chapter 5, having established the complex, multi-layered, and often subtle relationships 

between the different apparatuses of the state which underpinned the colonisation process, 

and brought to the fore how these affected Kimberley Aboriginal people up until today, I 

carried out another genealogy of the dominant settler colonial development discourse from the 

1940s onwards. This process highlighted the reductionist approaches of governments in 

pursuing the ideals of a market-economy in the Kimberley. Self-management strategies, such 

as the ownership of pastoral stations, were embraced by Aboriginal people intent on 

expressing their agency in their own development. However, the pace and pressures of 

economic development based primarily on yields, or the productivity of extractive industries, 

conceived of through a Western lens, have alienated many Aboriginal people, whose notions 

of development are often more holistic and include social, cultural and spiritual well-being as 

well as economic considerations. 

                                                
124 Development: the process of growing or changing or becoming more advanced (...) the organised 
increase of a country’s industry and wealth; the process of coming into existence or of creating 
something new or more advanced; the building of houses, stores or offices, especially by a company to 
make a profit, on an area of land where there were none before (Cambridge Dictionary of English: 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/development) 
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In spite of the many examples of innovative proposals and initiatives for community 

development put forward by Kimberley Aboriginal people, the nature of development strategies 

imposed by the State has scarcely changed over time. Increasing the participation of 

Aboriginal communities in the economy and the labour market has been one of the main 

preoccupations of successive governments, through programs such as CDP (Community 

Development Program), or native title negotiations with the ever-expanding resource 

extraction industries. The latter have been touted by some Aboriginal leaders, such as Noel 

Pearson or Marcia Langton (2013), as an acceptable solution to the endemic poverty existing 

in many remote Aboriginal communities. As discussed in Chapter 7, this solution, whilst 

defended by some Aboriginal people as the only way of participating in the Australian 

economy, has been strongly contested and condemned by other Aboriginal people across 

Australia. In recent battles for land rights happening all over Australia, activists such as Anne 

Poelina, the late Joseph Roe and Goolarabooloo people in the Kimberley, Wangan and 

Jagalingou man Adrian Burragubba in Queensland, Yindjibarndi man Michael Woodley in the 

Pilbara, and many others, have engaged in extensive media campaigns against multinational 

resource extraction companies and the State governments that support them. 

Mirroring development conflicts emerging from commercial initiatives, ever-changing 

government policies have often failed Aboriginal people in the Kimberley. In recent years, in an 

effort to rationalise (Scott, 1998), or mainstream (Sullivan, 2011) the area of Aboriginal affairs, 

service delivery has been fragmented amongst various departments and jurisdictions, and 

“normalisation” has simply become another form of assimilation, failing to consider Aboriginal 

people as distinctive members of the Australian polity (Sullivan, 2011, p. 46). Discipline, 

control and surveillance measures, such as the ones enacted during the Northern Territory 

Intervention under the pretence of care, are reminiscent of the colonialist approaches of the 

past, and of an obsession with statistics: the closing the gap key performance indicators, for 

instance, perpetuate the discourse on Aboriginal deficit while leaving local actors with few 

alternatives of response. In spite of this, Kimberley Aboriginal people have consistently 

implemented innovative local solutions, forging new regional partnerships such as the 

Martuwarra Fitzroy River Council, and collaborating through Registered Native Title Body 

Corporates like the Walalakoo Aboriginal Corporation to put forward their own solutions to 

combat the neo-colonialist tendencies of recent governments.  

Having revealed (kalara) how the dominant colonial discourses of the past evolved and 

interacted, and how they profoundly impacted the lived experiences of the three Nyikina 

sisters, I turned to discussing, in Chapter 6, Lucy and Wabi’s goals and aspirations in terms of 

community development. I showed how Lucy and Wabi have consistently spoken the Nyikina 

world into existence, describing all spatio-temporal interactions as being based in booroo, 
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guiding their liyan (instinct) and their way of “being-in-the-word” (Heidegger, 1962). I 

demonstrated how Lucy and Wabi have engaged, through time, with the state apparatus: I 

examined how Lucy responded to initiatives such as the Seaman Inquiry, used state 

processes to implement her vision for the Bidan Community, and engaged with the local shire 

council to plan the Nyikina Cultural Centre. In parallel to the failures of various government 

policies such as CDP or the Indigenous Advancement Strategy, Lucy and Wabi have engaged 

in their own collaborative cultural actions, such as language projects, work programs, training 

initiatives, cultural camps, publishing, or films. These cultural actions are underpinned by the 

intent to educate both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people about booroo and Nyikina 

cosmology, in a shared, respectful intercultural space (Merlan, 1998). Thus, Lucy and Wabi’s 

sense of place, identity, and belonging emerging in booroo, as Yimardoowarra, “riverside 

people”, and underpins their aspirations for more holistic, considered community development 

initiatives. 

Under the guidance of the two senior women, and other Nyikina elders, Anne’s implementation 

of cultural actions, such as training programs, book publications, cultural tourism, or other 

micro-business ventures based on a culture-conservation economy, also emerge in booroo. 

Through this proactive involvement, Anne has been part of many regional initiatives, such as 

FitzCAM, NAILSMA, or the Martuwarra Council, as described in Chapter 7. In this constantly 

evolving process, re-claiming the dominant discourse through film, and supported and 

research, the women’s agency takes on a broader significance and manifests itself at a 

national level, as seen in campaigns such as the James Price Point Gas Hub, or the Lock the 

Gate Alliance against fracking. Through international screenings and presentations of our 

films, the voices of the women are eventually heard in the “glocal” space (Himiyama et al., 

2010) - engaging in a global counter-discourse against neoliberalism through international 

collaborations, whilst still anchored, and actioned, in booroo, working with the human and non-

human world for better outcomes for humanity.  

These cultural actions, particularly our films, reflect the Nyikina women’s consistent attempts 

to transcend Western binary boundaries between nature and culture, science and humanities, 

to forge a new way forward for humanity. Through the filmmaking process, multidisciplinary 

alliances between humans and other humans on a global scale, in the rhizomatic effect 

described by Deleuze and Guattari (2004), and the emergence of the voice of non-human 

actors, like the voice of the Mardoowarra, have the potential to effect change at a global level 

(Mardoowarra et al., 2017; Haraway, 2016). 
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 8.2 Analysis 
 

My original intent to analyse and discuss the context in which the three sisters were evolving, 

the local issues they were facing, and the responses they had put in place in political, 

economic, educational, and socio-cultural domains, has come to underpin a much broader 

study of past and present power relations, innovative notions of development, and the place of 

Indigenous voices in the future of humanity. By carrying out a “genealogy” of different domains 

(Foucault, 1980, p. 117), and bringing the Nyikina women’s voices to the fore in each of them, 

I have attempted to deconstruct and decolonise the all-encompassing, panoptic gaze of settler 

colonialism in the disciplines of history, anthropology, science, and development. Similarly, 

Latour’s concept of network encouraged me, as the researcher, to study the connections, 

flows and movements across disciplines, rather than remaining trapped in one arbitrary 

domain only (Latour, 2013, pp. 31–32). Collaborative filmmaking, historical research, and 

discourse analysis, have in turn enabled me to put forward a counter-discourse, an alternative 

dialogue which transcends not only the colonial project, but also the current restrictive neo-

liberal, capitalist view of humanity. 

As Harries-Jones (Harries-Jones, 2004) argues, the responses of Indigenous people to 

invasive global development practices are varied, but tend to follow a pattern, some traits of 

which are identifiable in the context of my study. Firstly, Western practices are often rejected 

outright – the conflictual stage of the colonisation process, described in Chapter 4.  Secondly, 

cultural initiatives, such as the women’s cultural actions, tend to emerge to counteract the 

negative impacts of colonisation. Thirdly, a combination of traditional and modern responses, 

particularly through science, is used to try and stave off the impacts of rapid industrialisation 

on country, as seen in Anne’s intent to transcend physical, cultural and disciplinary 

boundaries. This last stage contributes to the emergence of a shared experience of 

development, in which Indigenous and non-Indigenous people work together to propose an 

alternative project of society (Harries-Jones, 2004, p. 280), doing away with the simplistic 

dichotomy of Western development versus Indigenous development.  

While an initial reaction to a development project may be an outright rejection of global 

practices (Harries-Jones, 2004, p. 285), Indigenous visions of development are not purely 

momentary, reactionary or retaliatory measures against a Western capitalist notion of 

“progress”, or a threat (Russell, 2004, p. 130): as demonstrated in Chapter 6 with Lucy and 

Wabi’s aspirations, they are deeply embedded in their own local pre- and post-colonial 

histories, and in the very place in which they occur, booroo, promoting visions of the world and 

the future which reflect their own Indigenous identities and lived experiences of colonisation.  
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These visions are not only underpinned by Aboriginal epistemologies, but by people’s more 

recent experiences and learnings, whether positive (Aboriginal-owned pastoral stations), or 

negative (the Agriculture Protection Board herbicide scandal). These shared experiences often 

lead people to combine traditional values with conservation science to respond to the 

environmental impacts of development (Harries-Jones, 2004, p. 280), as demonstrated in 

Anne’s initiatives. These visions produce what Mario Blaser calls “life projects” which are 

distinct in their uniqueness, reflecting people’s experiences of time, place and self, and 

offering alternatives for the future which differ from the development projects proposed, and 

often imposed, by the states or markets (Blaser, 2004, p. 26). In this, life projects are not 

simply created in opposition to development, or mere acts of resistance to development, but 

are an expression of the will of people to retain control of what they see as being a purposeful 

and meaningful life within their place in the world: an opportunity to live those life projects 

(Blaser, 2004, pp. 34–36). 

Kimberley Aboriginal people, and the three Nyikina sisters, have long attempted to promote 

more multi-layered, holistic views of development, in keeping with concepts such as hybrid 

economies (Altman, 2005), but have also expressed their opposition to destructive resource 

extraction projects, such as in the Noonkanbah dispute, the James Price Point Gas Hub, or 

the Rey Resources coal mine project, as discussed in Chapter 7. They have also sought to 

share their own visions of development, and suggested their alternative strategies, in multiple 

forums which have been well documented over the years, as described in Chapters 5, 6 and 7.  

Concepts such as hybrid economies (Altman, 2005), life projects (Blaser, 2004), and cultural 

actions (Poelina, 2009), have been on the table for a long time. But these voices have often 

been cast aside by governments and multinational corporations still intent on pursuing the 

basic tenets of a capitalist market economy: productivity, progress, and maximum short term 

profits, at the cost of the environment and the people within it, casting doubt on whether 

subaltern voices can indeed be heard (Spivak, 2010). 

Voices from the Kimberley have emerged in the midst of a chorus of other Indigenous voices 

around the world, who, anchored in the local place, have created networks of support 

transcending boundaries of disciplines, ethnicities, and cultures, to challenge the accepted 

status quo. Legal apparatuses like the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous 

Peoples have been useful to a certain extent in framing Indigenous people’s concerns - the 

use, for instance, of the argument of free, prior and informed consent has been a recurrent 

feature in our films. However, there is still a need, greater than ever, as Jonathan Hook 

advocates, for these voices to be heard in discussions around global concerns such as climate 

change and sustainability (Poelina et al., 2015): Indigenous people must be part of 
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negotiations and conversations from the start, with true decision-making power, rather than 

being mere observers, and informed of development impacts at the very end of the process.  

When these voices are heard, through films and research, like-minded people come to booroo, 

and collaborate on innovative solutions to create a better world for everyone, Indigenous and 

non-Indigenous people alike. In this, the decolonisation process does not have to be hinged on 

a binary solution, a violent exercise aiming at making “the last first and the first last”, as 

suggested by Frantz Fanon (Fanon, 1963, p. 30): instead, the decolonisation process can be a 

collaborative one, aiming at balance, at unity in diversity, provided it occurs on Aboriginal 

ground, whose physical, emotional, intellectual and spiritual significance can be shared with 

everyone who is willing both to listen deeply (likarra) and to learn to see. Multiple individuals 

and groups can and do take part in a more well-rounded, complex development discourse: as 

Escobar points out, trans-nationality is a necessary component of the dialogue (Escobar, 

1995, p. 225). 

Through my 11-year collaboration with Nyikina Communities, I have had the opportunity to 

work with environmental scientists, biologists, various academics, Aboriginal media agencies, 

Indigenous rangers, counsellors, educators, grassroots activists, palaeontologists, drone 

scientists, linguists, teachers, artists, musicians, lawyers, writers, librarians, tourism operators, 

philosophers, environmental organisations, all people of many different nationalities - and of 

course, I have also worked closely with the Mardoowarra, the river of life, the plants, the trees, 

the insects, the birds, and the animals that have all been a significant part of our films at one 

point or another, coming together to deliver a potent message from Nyikina booroo to the 

world. Where these networks and connections emerge and converge (Turner, 1991), they 

create an assemblage of players, of “varied allies of all ontological sorts (molecules, 

colleagues, and much more)” who set out to tell new “Gaia Stories”, or “geostories” (Haraway, 

2016, pp. 40–42), erasing the imaginary divide between society and nature, and proposing an 

alternative to the human-centred concept of Anthropocene. As Haraway argues: 

The systemic stories of the linked metabolisms, articulations, or coproductions (pick 

your metaphor) of economies and ecologies, of histories and human and nonhuman 

critters, must be relentlessly opportunistic and contingent. They must also be 

relentlessly relational, sympoietic, and consequential. (Haraway, 2016, pp. 40–49) 

Thus, our trans-disciplinary, multi-species alliance is only but one attempt amongst others at 

re-affirming the existence of new collectives transcending disciplinary domains. In challenging 

the dominant discourse’s telling of History and utilitarian individualism, these collectives bring 

to the fore inspiring, dialogic stories of past and present, of resistance, for a better future for all 

– non-humans included (Haraway, 2016). Anne’s approach of bringing to the broader public’s 
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attention the complex, multi-layered relationships between humans and non-humans in the 

Nyikina world, through films and cultural actions, and forging alliances between humans and 

other humans, illustrates the multi-species, sympoetic approach that Haraway argues is 

necessary for humanity to transcend utilitarian individualism and the age of the Anthropocene 

(Haraway, 2016, p. 49). Borrowing the term “sympoesis” from Betty Dempster (2000), 

Haraway explains that sympoetic systems are evolutionary: collectively produced, they do not 

have defined spatial or temporal boundaries, and enable information to flow and control to be 

distributed among its components, leading to a significant potential for change (Haraway, 

2016, p. 33). Thus, 

Systemic stories of the linked metabolisms, articulations, or co-productions (pick  your 

 metaphor) of economies and ecologies, of histories and human and non-human 

 critters, must be relentlessly relational, sympoetic, and consequential. They are terran, 

 not cosmic or blissed or cursed into outer space (…) [The Anthropocene] is not simply 

 wrong-headed and wrong-hearted in itself; it also saps our capacity for imagining and 

 caring for other worlds, both those that exist precariously now (including those called 

 wilderness, for all the contaminated history of that term in racist settler colonialism), 

 and those we need to bring into being in alliance with other critters, for still possible 

 recuperating pasts, presents, and futures. (Haraway, 2016, pp. 49–50) 

In their words, dialogic actions, and collaborations, and in putting non-humans at the forefront 

of their struggle, Anne and her two sisters continue to challenge the inevitable homogeneity 

(Altman, 2018) and uniformity generated by the capitalist model, as discussed at the beginning 

of Chapter 5, preferring instead to ground their argument in the uniqueness and diversity of 

place, nature and culture. Transcending boundaries of disciplines, cultures, and species, they 

are able to engage with diversity across many domains and spheres of influence. In this, they 

herald the continued importance of booroo, country, in a world where multinational companies 

and governments are “placeless” (Tsing, 2015), but nevertheless continually attempting to 

exert their influence and power on the local space, in spite of Aboriginal aspirations for 

sustainable communities. 

This local space can thus be construed as a node within a broader network (Latour, 2013): 

global connections that have emerged from booroo through dialogic approaches converge with 

place-based discourses and and cultural actions to create an ever-evolving, fluid, multi-

disciplinary, nexus of country, people, and non-human actors, working together for a better 

world for humanity, and proposing an alternative to the reductionist agenda of neoliberalism, 

as demonstrated in Anne’s involvement with many international initiatives, which were 

highlighted in Chapter 7.  
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I constructed the diagram below to summarise our journey of collaboration: it reflects the two 

methodological diagrams on pages 97 and 98, and on Anne’s journey of “actionism” (Poelina 

& Hagan 2012; Poelina, 2015) on page 264, and provides a broader framework for community 

engagement. At its centre, booroo, the decolonisation ground, is the source of all cultural 

actions and actors’ interactions, and both a departure point and an end point. The three 

concentric circles mirror the Warloongarriy Ceremony circles discussed in Chapter 1, and 

reflect the cyclic process of engagement with multiple actors in the “glocal” space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

Figure 21 – kalara, “making seen, revealing” – a framework for collaborative engagement,              

mirroring the three rings of the Warloongarriy Ceremony (McDuffie, 2017) 

The key term of “nexus” refers both to “a connection or series of connections linking two or 

more things” and “a central or focal point” (Nexus, 2018). This definition is important in the 

context of the cyclic process through which the Nyikina world is revealed, represented, and 

supported: booroo and Liyan are both at the centre of the circle, the focal point from which 

connections emerge and to which they converge back, as seen in the above figure. This nexus 

is constituted in place, and this PhD is merely an attempt to analyse and make visible one 

nexus amongst others. The connections that underpin it and that in turn emerge from it ensure 
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that it eventually comes in contact with other nexa, forming a rhizomatic (Deleuze & Guattari, 

2004), alternative, unbounded network, in which development is not seen as freedom, but 

where freedom itself, and what people value as a life worth living, underpins the development 

agenda (Sen, 1999). 

This awareness of the cumulative impacts of short-term, reductionist Western development 

strategies on “nature-cultures” (Latour, 2013), humans and non-humans, is occurring both at a 

local and global level. World citizens, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, are realising the 

negative impacts of the capitalist market economy, and are looking for different answers and 

solutions. In March 2017, the UN Rapporteur on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, Ms Victoria 

Tauli-Corpuz, visited Broome, where local Aboriginal men, women, and youth, described 

innovative local solutions for development on their country. Two of our films, Mardoowarra’s 

Right to Life (Mardoowarra et al., 2017), and Our Community, Our Story (Pandanus Park 

Community et al., 2016), were showcased at the special event. Professor Coffin, from the 

University of Notre Dame, said of these presentations: “this shows that by giving a voice and 

gratitude to the past struggles, practical solutions to generate future sustainable quality of life 

for Aboriginal Australians is achievable” (Dawson, 2017). 

Anne Poelina, in an interview after the forum, reinforced this dialogic, multi-species, 

intercultural, global approach: 

The way ahead looks very promising. There are multiple different ways forward 

including a deeply ethical Earth-based approach to Aboriginal sustainable 

development. As we know, First Nations people have many solutions already, involving 

deep wisdom and knowledges of country, community and connection. It is essential 

that Australians as a whole stand together and reflect on their own identity in relation to 

stories of the land. Everyone needs to learn, and regard our rivers and our sacred 

places with the deepest respect and care. This means all of us in together - for the 

sake of all young Australians who are our greatest hope. (Anne Poelina, in Dawson, 

2017) 

The main precondition for these opportunities to arise is freedom. Amartya Sen’s work on 

development is paramount to the re-definition of development in terms of human rights, and 

social change, in spite of his liberal conception of capitalist markets (Selwyn, 2011). As he 

argues, interconnections between certain instrumental freedoms, such as economic 

opportunities, political freedoms, social facilities, transparency guarantees, and protective 

security, should underpin the analysis of the concept of development (Sen, 1999, p. 3). In his 

opinion, the key indicators of successful development should go much further than wealth 

accumulation, gross national product, or income statistics (Sen, 1999, p. 14; 70). In fact, 
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development should be concerned with enhancing lives and freedoms (Sen, 1999, p. 14), both 

as the primary end of development, but also as the principal means of it (Sen, 1999, p. 36). 

While poverty is mainly defined a lack of income, it is the deprivation of capabilities that 

defines people’s “unfreedoms”. Different people confer different values to their “functionings” – 

the intrinsic conditions they need to feel happy: for some, simply not being hungry or sick is 

valued. For others, complex functionings are valued, such as cultural participation: not 

everybody seeks the same values in the life they want to live (Sen, 1999, p. 68; 75; 87). This 

means people should be actively participating in the decision-making processes that influence 

their lives (Sen, 1999, p. 242), and have the freedom to choose what is important to them. 

Instead, governments tend to see the general population as one homogenous mass with 

similar life goals and aspirations, or impose similar programs, services, or development 

strategies on culturally-distinct peoples in a diversity of places, as seen in Chapter 5 (Bulloch 

& Fogarty, 2016). A cosmology that is denied its existence by the imposition of the values of 

the dominant society of the settler state lacks the opportunities to achieve the outcomes they 

have reason to value (Sen, 1999, p. 291). Sen insists that traditional ways of life can be 

preserved if the societies themselves make the choice to preserve them, sometimes at a cost 

(Sen, 1999, p. 241). I would argue that there is a danger is specifically talking about “tradition” 

and “old ways of living” as Sen does, as if they belong to the distant past and have to be 

modernised. I think the crux of the matter resides, not so much in “old ways of living” but “a 

way of seeing” the world, neither old nor new, a place-based perception of the world which 

offers a counter-discourse to universalism (Blaser, 2004, p. 28).  

Nyikina women’s strategies of resistance are grounded in booroo (Country), the source of  

their liyan (guiding intuition). But their development aspirations - community-based cultural 

actions, or life projects (Blaser, 2004) – are “glocal” (Himiyama et al., 2010), revealing booroo 

as the centre of the decolonising space. Using film, and decolonising discourse, Nyikina 

women’s voices create a global, intercultural, multi-disciplinary, multi-species network of 

rhizomatic connections (Deleuze & Guattari, 2004), through which various actors are invited 

back to booroo to support the women in their fight to protect country, and put in place better 

development alternatives for their communities.  Nyikina women’s voices, together with the 

non-human actors in booroo, uncover exciting possibilities for alternative, sustainable 

development solutions, countering the oppression of the capitalist market economy, and 

fostering unity in diversity for a better world for all.  

This thesis has highlighted the centrality of place and Country in the Nyikina women’s 

interactions with all development projects, as well as the continuity and strength of their own 

discourse on development. Government strategies have evolved and changed through time 

(Bulloch & Fogarty, 2016, p. 79): oppressive legislation first overtly set out to eliminate 
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Aboriginal people, viewed as obstacles to development. Under the guise of “protection”, 

Aboriginal people were then forced into missions or pastoral stations, where their resilience 

enabled them to retain some agency in their lives. In a bid for “equality”, often construed as 

“sameness” (Altman, 2018), ever-changing government policies, based on approaches to 

development that deceptively appear to be “culturally and morally neutral” (Bulloch & Fogarty, 

2016, p. 77) often compel Aboriginal people to live their lives in a certain way, disregarding 

their values and the freedoms they wish to exercise (Sen, 1999). This thesis has emphasised 

the women’s ability to adjust and to adapt to these pressures over time, and to render visible 

not-so-neutral, and not-so-free, Western development concepts. They have used various 

strategies of resistance, and collaboration, have engaged with certain state processes, or 

disengaged from others, implementing innovative solutions to make their voices heard, to 

highlight the importance of the Nyikina worldview, and to aggregate their message from 

booroo across time and space for those who are prepared to listen. It is, in the end, a simple 

wish: that of an “appreciation of difference” (Stanner, cited in Hinkson & Beckett, 2008), and of 

the freedom to live lives of value (Sen, 1999):   

We never forget: together, together shoulder to shoulder. We know what’s right, and 

what’s wrong. Sorry about that, but we still got our culture. We still got our role, we still 

got a role to play. (Lucy Marshall, in Poelina et al., 2015) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

          Photograph 50: Three sisters, Balkinjirr (Courtesy of Alexander Hayes)  
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APPENDIX ONE 
 

Collaborative Films - Links 
 

This list contains our films, which are quoted in the thesis, with hyperlinks for viewing. 
 

 
Homegrown Filmworks (2004) – Tweed Shire City of the Arts, Murwillumbah 
Bypassed: The Erosion of our Cultural and Environmental Landscapes (2006) – Tugun Cobaki 
Alliance, Tweed Heads.  
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Program (2007) – Tweed Shire City of the Arts, Murwillumbah 
Marra Dreaming (2007) – Indigenous Community Volunteers, Canberra 
Parnngurr Mechanics (2007) – Indigenous Community Volunteers, Canberra 
Palm Island Vets (2007) – Indigenous Community Volunteers, Canberra 
The Nyikina Cultural Centre (2007) – Nyikina Inc., Derby 
The Majala Wilderness Centre (2007) – Madjulla Inc., Broome 
Oongkalkada, Seize the Moment (2008) – Oongkalkada Wilderness Camp, Udialla 
Sweet Harvests (2011) – Tweed Shire Council, Murwillumbah 
Mardoowarra, Living Water (2011) – AIATSIS Seminar, Canberra, 2011, and UNESCO, Paris (2012) 
Walmadany Corroboree (2011) – Screening at the UNESCO Human Rights Commission, Paris 2012 
Anne Poelina: My Story (2011) – Peter Cullen Trust, Canberra 
Trois Soeurs (2014)              - Rochefort International Pacifique Film Festival (2014) 

- International Islander Film Festival, Ile de Groix (2014) 
- Reading the Country Festival, Melbourne (2014) 
- Festival of Douarnenez, France (2015) 

Duchess IS Paradise (2014) – EPA Submission, Western Australia 
Places You Love (2014) – Wilderness Society Places You Love Campaign 
Yurung Dhaura Project (2015) – ACT Environment, Planning and Sustainable Development 
Directorate and ACT National Parks and Conservation Service 
Defending Country Conference (2015) – Serving Our Country Project, Australian National University 
Three Sisters: Women of High Degree (2015), Madjulla Inc. NITV, SBS Television 
                                             - Native Spirits Festival, London (2016) 
                                             - Festival du Rêve de l’Aborigène, Paris, France (2016) 
                                             - Festi-Vache Festival, Lyon, France (2017) 
Our Shared and Common Future (2015), Madjulla Inc. – World Climate Conference Summit “Our 
Common Future Under Climate Change”, Paris, July 2015 – Keynote Address 
Our Community, Our Story (2016): Pandanus Park Community, for the visit of the UN Rapporteur on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples, March 2017.  
Mardoowarra River of Life (2016): Madjulla Inc., for the International Tribunal on the Right of Nature 
(2016) 
Mardoowarra’s Right to Life (2017): Madjulla Inc., for the visit of the UN Rapporteur on the Rights of 
Indigenous Peoples, March 2017. 
Return to Walkali (2017) – Pilbara & Kimberley Aboriginal Media, for Indigenous Community Television 
What is Fracking? (2018): Madjulla Inc., in collaboration with the Mulligan family from Noonkanbah, for 
screening on Indigenous Community Television (ICTV), November 2018.  
Bookarrarra Liyan Mardoowarra Booroo (2018): Madjulla Inc., for the Mardoowarra Fitzroy River 
Council. Winner of the United Nations Association of Western Australia’s Short Film Competition, 
Indigenous Category (August 2019).  
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APPENDIX TWO 
Counter-Discourses 

 
In Why Weren't We Told (2000), Henry Reynolds argues that violence against Aboriginal 

people was quite openly talked about and not necessarily hidden, contrary to what one may 

think. However, the absence of these accounts in most of the 19th and early 20th century 

Australian historical writings on the settlement of Australia is conspicuous. It is referred to by 

Stanner as an “unremembering” (Gribble, 1987, p. xiii; Mulvaney, 2012), and by Reynolds in 

the following words: “the Aborigines are the fringe-dwellers of Australian historiography” 

(Reynolds, 1972, p. ix). Stories are told in the many articles sent to various newspapers of the 

time, condemning the violent acts perpetrated against Aboriginal people in the Kimberley, 

which ultimately fuelled public support for the Roth enquiry of 1905 (Roth, 1905). The Roth 

report itself, after being tabled in Parliament, was widely reported on by the national press 

(Owen, 2016, p. 2). The visibility of this counter-discourse supports Aboriginal people’s oral 

histories, and serves as evidence that these are not “fabricated”, in Windschuttle’s words, but 

are very real accounts of individual experiences of history (Windschuttle, 2003). 

Supporters of the Aboriginal cause engaged in letter writing to the editors of Western 

Australian newspapers to try and shed light on the treatment of Aboriginal people in the 

Kimberley. Both residents and visitors alike would condemn the barbaric practices they 

witnessed. One of the first advocates of the Aboriginal cause was the Reverend J.B. Gribble, 

who exposed the dire situation of Aboriginal people in the Gascoyne region as early as in the 

1880s. Seen as an outsider, he incurred the wrath of the pastoralists, who boycotted his 

attempts at establishing a mission at Mt Dalgety (Elkin, 1979a, p. 292), by reporting on 

slavery, kidnappings, and the treatment of women and children. As Tonkinson explains in the 

preface to his book, Gribble’s persistent attacks, in the shape of letters to the newspapers, 

angered the conservative elite, who at the time were either pastoralists, or had an interest in 

the pastoral industry (Gribble, 1987, p. xii). It was a battle of wills between the lone Reverend, 

about the rights he conceived Aboriginal people had as British citizens, and a pastoralist class 

who relied heavily on the forced labour system, which ultimately went to trial. The Reverend, 

abandoned by his Church after Bishop Parry was lobbied by a group of pastoralists in 1885, 

lost his trial and left Western Australia. More than a testimony to the treatment of Aboriginal 

people in Western Australia, and an example of counter-discourse, 

Gribble’s trial highlighted the tensions that existed between the colony’s liberal and 

conservative camps, but it also exposed the highly incriminating nature of the 

depositions of Gascoyne pastoralists and north-west pearlers, whose casual 
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acceptance of inhumane treatment of Aborigines reveals the same kind of distancing 

and dehumanising process - Tonkinson, in (Gribble, 1987, p. xiv) 

It was precisely this “dehumanisation” of Aboriginal people which Mary Montgomerie Bennett 

sought to counter in her book, appropriately entitled The Australian Aboriginal as a Human 

Being (Bennett, 1930). Challenging contemporary public opinion, quoting the most recent 

research on Aboriginal people, as well as the Slavery Convention and the International Labour 

Organisation, Bennett denounced the servitude system established in Western Australia’s 

north. She managed to find quite a few supporters both in England and Australia for her 

visionary ideas: councils of Elders, ownership of tribal territories, setting up of separate 

governments – a totally new and radical discourse. Invoking social justice as the foundation of 

universal peace, Bennett sought to denounce the practices of pastoralists and police in the 

name of commercial development, realising the two societies had infinitely different concepts 

of what the term “development” may mean: 

Religion, law, tribal authority, tribal customs, the economic life of the tribe, have been 

built up into a delicate and complex structure which is, nevertheless, unable to stand 

against the impact of our pushing commercial civilisation. It becomes our duty to 

cherish all that is good in the arts and customs, the social organisation and moral code 

which the natives already possess, and to enlist their interest and co-operation in the 

development of what is still their country (Bennett, 1930, pp. 137–138).  

Other voices, mainly anonymous, form part of the counter-discourse. An unnamed Derby 

correspondent for the Sunday Times in 1909 criticizes the approach of the Western Australian 

Government on the issue of Aboriginal slavery, and calls for a repeal of the Aborigines 

Protection Act 1886, for 

any Act that allows of slavery amongst a Christian and civilised people, sadly needs 

expunging from off the Statute Books. The Act makes slavery legal, no doubt, but 

therefore in the eyes of right thinking people it is all the more hideous (“Slavery in 

Kimberley”, 1909). 

Doubting the “moral superiority” of the whites, he bemoans an attitude that has seen 

Aboriginal people being enslaved to opulent squatters to work from dawn until dusk, seven 

days a week, for ten months of the year: “all throughout East and West Kimberley, a system of 

abject slavery exists. Men, women and children are forced to work as slaves through being the 

victims of circumstances whilst their country has been taken away from them, without 

compensation”. 

 He alludes to the control exerted by station owners on their Aboriginal workforce: 
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Natives are looked upon as personal goods and chattels by the majority of their 

'owners', although they do not receive the same considerable treatment as a horse. 

One repeatedly hears a Kimberleyite speaking of 'my niggers'.  

The anonymous author continues:      

If the natives are so devoid of intellect, how is it that they can obtain a considerable 

degree of efficiency in the working of stock, and can do nearly all the work on the 

sheep and cattle stations, with only two or three whites on each stations to direct 

operations? 

The author of this article chose to remain anonymous, perhaps fearing a backlash of local 

authorities, and as he says himself, “public ostracism”: 

Anybody who takes up the cause of these exploited and unsophisticated people has to 

run the local gauntlet of public ostracism, for daring to cross the local plutocrats, but I 

cheerfully invite the champions of slavery to fight the question in the public arena, viz., 

the press (“Slavery in Kimberley”, 1909). 

Another letter, dated from July 1908, argues that in spite of the numerous letters received by 

the Sunday Times on this subject, nothing is being done by police to rectify the “immoral” 

situation in the Kimberley. Of concern to this particular writer, amongst other things, is the 

treatment of Aboriginal girls who are forced into relationships with white men as young as 

twelve, made to work in the wool sheds amongst the shearers, and to put up fences around 

the station under the command of a white man (“The Nor'West Scandal: Treatment of the 

Natives”, 1908).  

In 1915, another writer, calling himself “Veritas”, deplores the fact that white men cannot find 

employment in the Kimberley, as all the work on stations is being carried out by Aboriginal 

people. He complains about the “disgraceful state of the Blacks” and calls for another “Dr. 

Roth” to come and visit the Fitzroy River region, arguing that none of the leases on the Fitzroy 

up to Halls Creek should be renewed. He also alludes to the work of women, saying, “I have 

often noticed, dozens of gins carrying piccaninnies on their backs mustering sheep' in 

paddocks 30 to 40 miles round” (Veritas, 1915).  

Importantly, later writers with a close association with the Kimberley would also lend their 

support to the claims of Aboriginal people. Jim Anderson, in his history of Liveringa Station, 

acknowledges that 

The trauma of these people for the past 110 years (in the Kimberley instance) cannot 

be disputed. (...) Aboriginal contribution to this process of settlement was a 
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disproportionate one, for in that experience they became dispossessed of the very 

focus of their being - the land. Physically and spiritually they have suffered long 

(Anderson, 1989, p. 26).  

In 1895, in a memo to the Premier, Sir John Forrest, Octavius Burt states: 

There can be little doubt from these frequent [police] reports that a war of 

extermination, in effect is being waged against these unfortunate blacks in the 

Kimberley district (Octavius Burt, 1895, in Green, 1981, p. 116) 

Making this counter-discourse visible, and challenging historiography (the writing of history), 

have in turn supported the Nyikina sisters in re-claiming their own history to produce their own 

counter-discourse.  
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APPENDIX THREE 
Adapted125 from Kaartdijin Noongar: Noongar Knowledge (2018),  

& Poelina (2009, pp. 36-38)  
 

 

Western  Australian  &  Federal  
Legislation  that  applied  to  Western  
Australian Aboriginal  people 

 
Brief Description 

Western Australian Act, 14th May 1829 (UK) 
 

Gave  effect  to  the  settlement of  Western  
Australia  on wild  and  unoccupied  lands 
In  his  despatches  to  the British  government,  
Governor  James  Stirling  would  refer  to  the  
physical  occupation  of  land  as  an  invasion. 

Governor Stirling’s Proclamation, 18th June 
1829 
 

Stirling’s proclamation enacted the protection 
of Aboriginal people as British subjects, but 
also argued for the creation of a militia to 
protect the settlers.  

An Act to constitute the Island of Rottnest a 
legal prison 1841 

Established a prison at Rottnest. The Act also 
stated that its purpose was to instruct 
Aboriginal people ‘in useful knowledge, and 
gradually be trained in the habits of civilised 
life’. 

Waste Land Act (UK) 1842 (which resulted in 
regulations in WA) 

Regulated the sale of ‘waste’ lands in the 
Australian colonies. W.A enacted regulations 
in 1843. Reserves were for the ‘benefit and 
use of Aborigines’. 

An Act to allow the Aboriginal Natives of 
Western Australia to give information and 
evidence without the sanction of an oath 1841 

Evidence admitted in court, which would allow 
Aboriginal people to give evidence against 
Europeans and each other. This was initially 
attached to summary punishment provisions, 
which aimed to prosecute Aboriginal people for 
the theft of settlers’ property. It was taken out 
of the Act on the insistence of the British 
government. 

The Publicans Act 1843 Prohibited the supply of liquor to Aboriginal 
people. 

An Act to prevent enticing away girls of the Permission was required to remove Aboriginal 

                                                
125 This chronology has been compiled from an original chronology by Kaartdijin: Noongar Knowledge 
(2018) (retrieved from https://www.noongarculture.org.au/list-of-wa-legislation/) to which I added 
information from Anne Poelina’s chronology (Poelina, 2009), and other information about legislation 
uncovered during my research.  
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Aboriginal race from school or from any 
service in which they are employed 1844 

girls from school or ‘service’ unless they had 
consent from an employer or protector. 
(Repealed by Aborigines Act 1905)  

An Ordinance to provide for the Summary Trial 
and Punishment of Aboriginal native offenders 
in certain cases 1849 

An Aboriginal male convicted of ‘any felony or 
misdemeanour’ could be sentenced to a 
whipping, of no more than two dozen lashes, 
as well as be imprisoned. 

An Ordinance to provide for the issue of 
Licenses to kill Kangaroos. 1853 (The 
Kangaroo Ordinance 1853) 

Licences to kill kangaroos were introduced in 
attempt to control large numbers being killed. 

Amendment of Summary Trial and 
Punishment of Aborigines Act (Summary 
jurisdiction Act) 1859 

Extended period of imprisonment for Aboriginal 
people to three years. 

An Act to regulate the hiring and service of 
Aboriginal Natives engaged in Pearl Shell 
Fishing 1871 

Also to prohibit the employment of women in 
this industry. 

The Pearl Shell Fishery Regulation Act, 1873 
 

Regulation of Aboriginal employment in pearl 
fisheries. 
'An Act to regulate the hiring and service of 
aboriginal natives employed in the Pearl Shell 
Fishery: and to prohibit the employment of 
women therein' 

The Summary Jurisdiction Act was amended 
1874 

Allowed (in towns where there was only one 
magistrate), two or more Justices of the Peace 
to impose sentences of no more than six 
months. Definition of ‘Aboriginal native’ 
extended to include ‘person of whole or half-
blood’. 

The Game Act 1874 Authorised Aboriginal people to kill native 
animals for food. 

The Industrial Schools Act 1874 Authorised institution directors and managers 
to have the legal guardianship and custody of 
orphaned Aboriginal children, or children 
voluntarily surrendered by their families, as 
well as Aboriginal workers, until the age of 21 
and to apprentice them as they saw fit. 

The Capital Punishment Act 1871, as 
amended 1875 
 

Abolished public executions but exempted 
Aboriginal people who could still be executed 
in public: 
‘except in the case of such of the aboriginal 
natives who may from time to time be 
condemned to death, in which case such 
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judgment shall be carried into effect by the 
proper officer at such place as may be’ 

Evidence Act 1871, as amended, 1875 Authorised Aboriginal interpreters to act 
without taking an oath.  

The Wines, Beer and Spirit Sale Act 1880 Prohibited any person from selling or supplying 
alcohol to Aboriginal people. And prevented 
Aboriginal people from remaining or loitering 
on licensed premises. 

Aboriginal Offenders Act 1883 Enacted similar provisions to the repealed 
1849 Summary Jurisdiction Act. Justices of the 
Peace (JP) granted power to sentence a 
person defined as ‘Aboriginal’ to two years jail. 

The Dog Act 1883 Dogs of ‘Aboriginal natives’ could be destroyed 
in certain cases. Amended in 1885. It was 
legal for an 'Aboriginal native' to have an 
unregistered dog, but if the number was more 
than the total number of people in a group, 
then the extra dogs were liable to be 
destroyed. Efforts by government for this kind 
of Act started in the 1840s. 

The Aborigines Protection Act 1886 Established the Aborigines Protection Board 
(APB). Officials, including Chief Protector, had 
increased power to regulate the employment 
and movement of Aboriginal people. The Act 
also attempted to enforce written contracts for 
Aboriginal employees (witnessed by a third 
party), and made provision for the distribution 
of food or clothing to destitute Aboriginal 
people.  

The Aborigines Act 1889 APB authorised to cancel work contracts in 
certain circumstances. Governor was allowed 
to create reserves on Crown land ‘for the 
benefit of Aboriginal natives’. 

The Constitution Act 1889 
 

British Government insisted that the 
Constitution Act include a provision (s.70) that 
5000 pounds or one percent of gross revenue 
(whichever was greater) was paid to the APB 
to provide Aboriginal people with food and 
clothing, and assist in promoting the ‘education 
of Aboriginal children (including half-castes), 
and the preservation and well-being of the 
Aborigines’. 
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The Aboriginal Offenders Act, amended in 
March 1892 

Aboriginal males could be punished with 
whipping, separate from, or in addition to 
prison. 

The Aborigines Protection Act 1886, amended 
in March 1892 

Aboriginal natives were punished with three 
month’s prison and an employer fined 20 
pound if they breached the contract (dealt with 
under the Masters and Servants Act 1892).  

The Police Act 1892 Unlawful for non-Aboriginal people to be in the 
company of ‘Aboriginal natives’ in certain 
circumstances without a good reason. 

The Aboriginal Offenders Act amended in 
1893 

Maximum term of imprisonment for an 
Aboriginal person by a Justice of the Peace 
increased from 2 to 3 years (and 5 years for 
previous offenders). 

Elementary Education Act 1871, Amendment 
(1893) 
(Hetherington, 2002, p.138) 

Section 22, Part 4, stipulated that the following 
children could be excluded from school: 
'suffering from any infections or contagious 
disease, or whose presence was otherwise 
injurious to the health and welfare of other 
children'. Non-Aboriginal parents could thus 
request the removal of Aboriginal children.  

Constitution Amendment Act 1894 
 

Repealed section 70 of the Constitution Act of 
1889: 
‘ON and after the first day of January, One 
thousand eight hundred and ninety-five, the 
seventieth section of 'The Constitution Act, 
1889,' and Schedule C of that Act, shall cease 
to have any force or effect; and the funds 
necessary for the relief and for assisting 
generally to promote the preservation and well-
being of the aboriginal inhabitants of Western 
Australia shall be such as may be provided by 
Parliament from time to time’. 

The Aborigines Act 1897 Abolished the Aboriginal Protection Board, 
which was replaced by an Aborigines’ 
Department. 

The Land Act 1898 Aboriginal people could be granted or could 
lease Crown land of no more than 200 acres. 
Governor also authorised to reserve land for 
the ‘use and benefit of Aborigines’. 

The Fisheries Act 1899 Aboriginal inhabitants could catch fish, as long 
as it was in the traditional manner for food. 
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The Criminal Code Act 1901-2 Discretion for sentence to include whipping. 

Commonwealth Constitution Act of 1900 Made Aboriginal people a State issue, 
excluding the Commonwealth from making 
laws for Aboriginal people (section 51) and 
from including Aboriginal people in the census 
(section 127). 

Commonwealth Franchise Act 1902 No ‘Aboriginal native’ was entitled to be on the 
electoral roll unless entitled under s41 of the 
Commonwealth Constitution. 

The Dog Act 1903 An adult Aboriginal male could keep one 
unregistered dog if the dog was free of 
disease. 

Mining Act 1904 An ‘Aboriginal native’ was not permitted to 
work on a mining tenement unless the mining 
Warden gave permission. 

Royal Commission on the Condition of the 
Natives (W.E. Roth, Commissioner, 1904-
1905) 

Reported on the conditions of Aboriginal 
people in the North West of Australia after 
numerous accounts of violence and massacres 
by settlers and police. Known as the 'Roth 
Report'.  

The Aborigines Protection Act 1905 
(Jebb, 2002, p.79) 

Responded to the recommendations of the 
Roth Commission. Chief Protector of 
Aborigines was made a legal guardian of all 
Aboriginal children under 16 and Governor had 
the power to declare or confine Aboriginal 
people on reserves, or remove them. Work 
permits were instituted to provide minimal 
protection and medical care of Aboriginal 
workers, including the provision of clothes and 
rations, but severely limited the movements of 
Aboriginal people by making them liable to 
prosecution if they refused to work or 
‘absconded’ 

The Electoral Act 1907 
 

Prohibited any ‘Aboriginal native’ from enrolling 
as an elector, or if enrolled, from voting in an 
election. 

The Licensing Act 1911 
Amendment to the Aborigines Act 1905 
(Jebb, 2002, p.70) 

Alcohol sale to Aboriginal people prohibited, as 
well as Aboriginal people entering into or 
loitering near licensed premises. 
Amendment to the Aborigines Act 1905 to 
provide legislative support for greater 
government intervention in Aboriginal people’s 
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lives. The amendment also lessened the 
likelihood of Aboriginal people being gaoled for 
cattle killing.  

The Shearers Accommodation Act 1912 Provision of adequate accommodation for 
shearers and shed hands was required but not 
applicable to Aboriginal workers employed in 
this capacity. 

The Land Act, Amendment Act 1934 Allowed ‘Aboriginal natives’, at all times, to 
enter any ‘unenclosed and unimproved’ parts 
of the land on a pastoral lease so that they 
could seek ‘their sustenance in their 
accustomed manner’ - Section 11 (2) 

Native Administration Act 1936 
 

Act implemented in response to the Moseley 
Commission of 1934-1935. Established the 
Department of Native Affairs and permit 
system. It also established a court for ‘tribal 
aborigines’. People of one-fourth or less 
Aboriginal descent were not considered to be 
Aboriginal unless they applied to be classified 
as such. The Governor could appoint travelling 
inspectors to report on the ‘conditions of 
natives and the management and conduct of 
native institutions’ 

The Native Administration Act, amended 1941 Restricted Aboriginal people from travelling 
across a ‘boundary line’ (20th parallel) to 
prevent the spread of leprosy. 

The Natives (Citizenship Rights) Act 1944 Citizenship was conditional and required proof 
that a person was ‘civilised’, i.e. a fit and 
proper person to obtain a certificate – one of 
the conditions being that this person did not 
associate any longer with Aboriginal people, 
other than their own immediate family. 
Provided a Citizenship Certificate. 

Commonwealth Electoral Act 1949 Aboriginal people who had completed military 
service were granted the right to vote in 
Federal elections or if they were on the State 
Electoral roll, but Aboriginal people in 
Queensland, Western Australia, and the 
Northern Territory still could not vote in their 
own state/territory elections.  

The Fauna Protection Act 1950 ‘Natives’ could take fauna from Crown land (or 
other land with permission) for food for 
sustenance. 
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Native Administration Act, amended in 1954 
Jebb, 2002, p.249 

Some people who had been called ‘natives’ 
were now exempt from being called ‘native’ 
under the Act. 
Lifting of Exclusions to Social Security 
payments to Aboriginal People 

Commonwealth Social Service (Consolidation) 
Act 1960 

This Act lifted restrictions applying to 
Aboriginal people receiving maternity and aged 
benefits.  

Commonwealth Electoral Act 1962 Aboriginal people over 21 achieved the right to 
enrol (not compulsory) and vote at Federal 
elections. Western Australia passed laws that 
meant that Aboriginal people could vote for the 
first time. 

The Native Welfare Act 1963 Replaced previous 1905-36; and 1940-60 
Acts. Department of Native Welfare created 
under the Minister for Native Welfare.  

The Native (Citizenship Rights Act), amended 
in 1964 

Children named in parents’ certificate of 
citizenship could obtain their own certificate at 
21. 

The Commonwealth Constitution, Amendment 
Act, 1967 

Referendum to change section 51(29) 
authorising the Commonwealth parliament to 
make special laws relating to Aboriginal people 
and remove s127 of the Constitution so that 
Aboriginal people could be counted in the 
census. 

The Federal Pastoral Industry Award 1968 Allowed for equal wages for Aboriginal people 
working in the pastoral industry.  

The Aboriginal Affairs Planning Authority Act 
1972 

Legal definition of ‘Aboriginal’ extended to 
someone who identifies as Aboriginal and is 
accepted by the community as such. 
Establishment of Aboriginal Lands Trust, 
Aboriginal Advisory Council, and the Aboriginal 
Affairs Coordinating Committee. 

The Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972 First Act that focused on Aboriginal cultural 
heritage. Aim is protection of Heritage sites of 
significance to persons of Aboriginal descent. 

Commonwealth, 1973 First national elections for Aboriginal people 
organised to elect 41 members of the National 
Aboriginal Consultative Committee (more than 
27,000 people voted).  

The Fauna Conservation Act, amended 1975 ‘Person’ of Aboriginal descent changed to the 
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same meaning in the Aboriginal Affairs 
Planning Authority Act 1972. 

Wildlife Conservation Act 1976 Included what flora and fauna Aboriginal 
families could take for food. 

National Aboriginal Conference, 1977 Established as the first Aboriginal elected body 
with direct access to government.  

The Mining Act 1978 Allowed mining on Aboriginal reserves. 

The Aboriginal Communities Act 1979 Aboriginal communities defined under AAPA 
given authority to control their own affairs on 
community land. 

Fisheries Act, amended 1979 A person of Aboriginal descent may take fish 
from any waters for food for himself and his 
family but cannot sell them. 

Creation of ATSIC, 1990 
 

The Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Commission was created with elected regional 
councils. A board of commissioners made the 
decisions on policy and funding.  

The Native Title Act 1993 
 

Enacted following the Mabo decision in 1992, 
which recognised that Aboriginal people had 
native title rights that survived the assertion of 
British sovereignty. Overturned the doctrine of 
Terra Nullius.  

HREOC Report, 1996 
 

The Human Rights and Equal Opportunity 
Commission tabled a report on the separation 
of Aboriginal children from their families. 

Statement of Commitment to a New and Just 
Relationship between the Western Australian 
Government and Aboriginal Western 
Australians, 2001 
 
Retrieved from 
http://www.nrm.wa.gov.au/media/10539/consul
ting_citizens.pdf 
 

Principles 
Recognition of the continuing rights and 
responsibilities of Aboriginal people as the first 
peoples of Western Australia, including 
traditional ownership and connection to land 
and waters.  
Legislative protection of Aboriginal rights.  
Equity with respect to citizenship entitlements.  
Regional and local approaches to address 
issues that impact on Aboriginal communities, 
families and individuals.  
A commitment to democratic processes and 
structures.  
Inclusiveness.  
The need to address issues arising from past 
acts of displacement.  
A commitment to improved governance, 
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capacity building and economic independence. 

Western Australian Elections, 2001 
 

Carol Martin (Australian Labour Party) became 
the first Indigenous woman to be elected in the 
Western Australian State Parliament when she 
won the Kimberley seat.  

Broome Shire Council Elections, 2011 
 

First local government election in which a 
majority of Aboriginal councillors was elected. 
Election of Dr Anne Poelina as the Deputy 
Mayor of Broome Shire Council after 
campaigning with the No Gas platform.  

Nyikina-Mangala Native Title Claim Consent 
Determination 2014 

May 2014: Nyikina-Mangala Traditional 
Owners get Native Title over more than 26,000 
km2 of Kimberley country.  
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APPENDIX FOUR 
 

The Noonkanbah Dispute: A Case Study in 
Development   on Nyikina Country (1980) 

 
  The potential of mineral discoveries in the Kimberley had been explored and acknowledged 

very early on with the expedition of geologist Edward Hardman (Hardman, 1884). The Freney 

Oil Company had been exploring the region in the 1920s and 1930s, and produced a 

comprehensive report on the geology of the region in 1932 (Wade, 1932). Off the coast, near 

Derby, in the Buccaneer Archipelago Cockatoo Island was mined for iron ore from 1951 until 

1984, and hematite continues to be exported from nearby Koolan Island (Mount Gibson Iron, 

2018). Further north, on the Mitchell Plateau and Cape Bougainville, bauxite was discovered in 

1965 by AMAX (American Metal Climax Inc.). In 2007, the bauxite reserves of the Mitchell 

Plateau and Cape Bougainville were shown to hold 230,000,000 and 980,000,000 dry tonnes 

of bauxite respectively (Roberts, 2007). In the East Kimberley, the famed Argyle Diamond 

mine opened in the early 1980s. Mining exploration licences were granted throughout the 

1980s by the government. In-depth geological surveys examined the potential for exploration 

and mineral exploitation in the region throughout the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s (Hassan, 

2004). But at the start, it was the polarising debate around mining on Noonkanbah station, in 

the late 1970s and early 1980s, which marked a most important turning point in the history of 

the relationship between Aboriginal people, Australian governments, and the mining industry in 

the Kimberley. 
  
The controversy occurred on the boundary between Nyikina and Walmajarri country, on 

Noonkanbah station. The Noonkanbah Dispute, as it came to be known, resonated with other 

Indigenous communities who were facing similar development challenges, both nationally and 

internationally. The Commonwealth Government had purchased the Noonkanbah Pastoral 

lease for the Yungngora Community in 1976. It was the opportunity Nyikina and Walmajarri 

people had been waiting for for years, to return to their country, having lived on the fringes of 

Fitzroy Crossing after leaving the station in 1971 due to a dispute with management (Salt, 

1980, p. 2). The Community had made great efforts from the start to establish well-functioning 

management structures, a school, and to make the pastoral station viable again. But in 1978, 

the Canning Basin was emerging as a site a potential mining boom: companies were 

prospecting for oil, and diamonds had been found at Ellendale, north of Noonkanbah, as well 

as at Argyle in the East Kimberley. By the end of 1978, Noonkanbah Station was covered by 

more than five hundred mining leases pegged out by eight different mining companies, and 

incidents triggered by the activities of the miners started to take place, such as the bulldozing 



 361 

of a Senior Elder’s birthplace (Kimberley Land Council, 1979, p. 55). With the help of the 

Aboriginal Legal Service, and thinking the Aboriginal Heritage Act 1972 afforded them some 

protection (Salt, 1980, p. 4), the community took C.R.A Exploration, a subsidiary of Conzinc 

Riotinto Australia, to the Mining Warden Court, lodging ninety-five claim objections (Hawke & 

Gallagher, 1989, pp. 20–22), in a first attempt to have their voices heard through the white 

legislative system. Although the magistrate recognised the need for further anthropological 

work to be conducted, the judgment was in favour of the mining company. The wording of 

Magistrate McCann is very revealing in terms of the clash between Aboriginal and Western 

views of development:  
  

In this case there is a conflict between the desire of the Mining Company to explore 

and exploit the land and the wish of the aboriginal people, as is expressed in the Form 

of Objection, to enjoy independence and freedom from the pressure of a culture other 

than their own. Just as these issues were raised long ago, so too was the decision 

made. In coming to Australia, the white man brought his form of law. That law stands 

and cannot be over-ridden by moral or spiritual arguments 

McCann, cited in (Hawke & Gallagher, 1989, p. 23) 
  

The Kimberley Land Council was at the time in its infancy, but took on the role of publicising 

the situation unfolding in Noonkanbah (Hawke & Gallagher, 1989, p. 24), mobilising a coalition 

of Aboriginal leaders and communities, unions, church and student supporters, nationally and 

internationally, in support of the Noonkanbah Community (Kaplan, 2010). 
  
At the heart of the discussions between Aboriginal Elders was the conflict between two Laws, 

well illustrated in the film On Sacred Ground (Hughes & Howes, 1980), and in this letter by two 

Noonkanbah activists: 
  

Whiteman does not believe our story, our tribal law. But we do know it is the right way 

to live. We see other aboriginals in a mess because they have left their own culture 

and try to become whitefellows. They drink and fight, but our young people and 

children are proud and happy on our land. You say we are breaking the whiteman’s 

law, but you the Government, break your own law and ask us to break our law, which 

you don’t know, or care about. How can our people live a strong life if you take our 

sacred land away? You say aboriginals are no good but you take everything from us. 

You say you need money from mining. We give you land elsewhere for mining. You 

say you must have a sacred area for mining. Why? 

Unpublished letter by Dicky Skinner & Ivan McPhee to The West Australian, cited in 

(Salt, 1980, p. 7) 
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The disrespect and ignorance shown by the minor mining executives liaising with the 

community, coupled with poor communication, were also at the root of the conflict (Kolig, 

1987, p. 133). AMAX’s plans to drill for oil on a sacred site, Oombanbooroo, known as “Pea 

Hill”, is a case in point. The community complained that no one, including the companies, and 

both State and Commonwealth representatives, was willing to listen to them and understand 

their objection to the drilling (Hawke & Gallagher, 1989, p. 164). The communications and 

cultural gap between the mining representatives and the Noonkanbah people was enormous 

(Salt, 1980, p. 10). A first injunction was successful in delaying the works. The drill site was 

moved 3.5 km away from Pea Hill, but an anthropological report deemed it to be in the “sphere 

of influence” of the site (Beresford, 2006, p. 124; Kolig, 1987, p. 134). Petitions, and letters 

continued to be sent to government, the press reported the ongoing incidents, supporters 

flocked to the community, and confrontations became more intense, with Aboriginal people 

blockading the road (Patch, 1980; Waterford, 1980). Seeking as much outside support as 

possible, an Aboriginal delegation was sent from Noonkanbah to Geneva to petition a sub-

committee on the prevention of discrimination and to protest against the Western Australian 

government’s treatment of the situation (Kolig, 1987, p. 135). Support from other Aboriginal 

communities came from far and wide, as far as Warlpiri country, with people travelling long 

distances to join the fight, and perform customary ceremonies (Glowczewski, 2011, p. 3). The 

continuing sticking point in the negotiations was whether Pea Hill was a sacred site or not, with 

anthropologists weighing into the debate, and Aboriginal people not only constantly asked to 

explain themselves, but sometimes also being accused of “inventing” the site. For the Western 

Australian Premier, Charles Court, the agitators had come from outside the community and 

were mostly not Aboriginal (Molin, 1980), an argument which was to be used much later on by 

Colin Barnett, as we will see in Chapter 8, in the James Price Point Campaign. A lack of 

understanding prevailed about the “sacredness” of the site, and of its relationship to other sites 

in the vicinity. In short, Court’s offer to ‘fence the sites off’ (Salt, 1980, p. 6) was evidence that 

the inter-relationship of sites, as opposed to sites in isolation, was not at all understood – and 

still is not. The conflict culminated on the 8th of August 1980, when the Premier, well aware of 

the opposition to the drilling but unmoved by the reasons behind it, sent a convoy of more than 

thirty trucks, travelling 2000 km to the site, escorted by numerous police officers, with many of 

the drivers wearing face masks to hide their identities from the ever-present media (Hawke & 

Gallagher, 1989, p. 271; Kaplan, 2010). Images of the police violently breaking up the road 

blockade of Aboriginal people singing for their country in the creek bed at Noonkanbah 

(Hawke & Gallagher, 1989, p. 282), with Elders being shouted at, pulled, dragged or carried off 

the road and arrested (Hughes & Howes, 1980), circulated around the world, prompting some 

commentators to draw comparisons between Western Australia and South Africa’s Apartheid 
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regime (Kaplan, 2010). Drilling occurred on 29th August 1980, but no oil was found, and AMAX 

plugged and abandoned the well (Kolig, 1987, p. 135). Charles Court’s government was 

defeated in 1983, some sources citing the bad publicity surrounding the Noonkanbah events 

as one of the main reasons for his defeat (Kaplan, 2010).  

 


