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Preface
It is a privilege to have the time to write human life, perhaps somewhat presumptuous to
assume that it can be written, and yet more presumptuous to eschew writing one’s own
life and instead try to write about other people’s lives with brevity, truth, and poetry.
And every so often, when things somehow inexplicably fall into place, it is fun. An
awareness of the complexity and changeability of our own lives necessarily provokes
many doubts about the validity of trying to represent the lives of others in a single text.
The truth claim that, at some level, we are all human has been for me both a reassurance
and a caution. I feel there must be some basis for connection and commonality, indeed,
to put it more strongly, to give up hope of this is simply to give up entirely. Yet the
‘otherness’ of others can be overwhelming at times, even when they are the people who
are closest to us. When the complications of textual representation, cultural differences,
a history of colonisation and racism, and the peculiar, idiosyncratic nature of
anthropological fieldwork are thrown into the mix, the exercise becomes fraught to the
point that for some it should be abandoned. For many reasons I did not make that
decision. Perhaps the strongest was a simple, even naïve faith in the importance of
shared humanity.
To seek the phenomenological, to emphasise the everyday sensations and activities of
human life, is a dominant aspect of the contemporary academic zeitgeist. So much so
that someone without undergraduate schooling as an anthropologist can find themself
instinctively wanting to adopt such a stance. My sense is that, amongst my own
generation, the popularity of phenomenology may be partly due to eroded faith in either
the search for and even the very existence of structures and truths at a higher level of
abstraction. But, on a more pragmatic level, this popularity may also be due to the fact
that anthropology now has an extended history, and in some important cross-cultural
contexts, of which the Yolngu people are certainly one, the basic parameters of society
have to a large degree been mapped out. The focus now is on critiquing the validity of
those structures and representations, examining how they are changing, sometimes
radically, and emphasising the moments of social life from which they were distilled.
However to assume that previous generations of anthropologists somehow did not
research the everyday seems to me implausible. Good anthropology must always have
concerned itself with the experiences and anecdotes of everyday life. What has changed
is the greater textual priority given to that level of specificity, rather than to the formal
structures and holistic accounts of previous generations.
Yet what follows could be construed as an attempt to provide a structural and holistic
account. I would perhaps plead more guilty to the latter than the former, but admit to
neither in the strong sense of those terms. Rather than claiming holism, I have tried to
trace a single strand through different areas of human life, or, to express a similar idea
in language that perhaps has greater currency today, I have selected and illuminated
particular fragments and positioned them in relation to each other. This had far more to
do with what interested me personally than it did with any explicit theoretical
commitments, but through the process of researching and writing, it somehow gained a
more substantial theoretical cast. Perhaps that is the way that much theoretical
positioning in anthropology ultimately emerges. I found Weiner’s description of the
rationale for his 1991 ethnography ‘The Empty Place’ particularly resonant:
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“The Empty Place…is the attempt to see the whole of something in each of its parts,
which is of course the only “place” we can find such a whole. If to be “structuralist”
means that one cannot meaningfully appeal to fluidity, process, fragmentariness, or
incompleteness without a tacit acceptance of the whole against which phenomena
acquire such characteristics, then of course the analysis is structuralist, as are most of
our anthropological analyses” (Weiner 1995).

Perhaps the most curious aspect of anthropology is the expectation that the foundations
for such academic diversions are best created by spending 18 months in a tent in
Arnhem Land. I am quite sure there are easier ways to answer such questions. But I
know that my life is that much richer for having attempted the task.
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Explanatory Note: The Blue Mud Bay Project
The PhD research outlined in what follows was part of a larger project involving five
other academic researchers and the Northern Land Council as an industry partner. When
it began, such a sizeable project containing formal involvement by non-academic parties
was unusual in the humanities, indeed it was the first of its kind in the Anthropology
program at the Australian National University. Now, more than five years on, such
projects are far more common, and seem likely to become even more prevalent in the
years to come. Two concerns are sometimes raised about such projects. One is whether
the graduate student is operating sufficiently independently from the other researchers
on the project to the extent that their work is worthy of a postgraduate qualification. The
second is the degree to which involvement by non-academic parties has affected the
nature and outcomes of the research. The first of these concerns I would address by
stating that where elements of this text rely on the work of others, in particular Howard
and Frances Morphy, then it is acknowledged accordingly. Material that is not so
acknowledged is based upon my own independent research.
Addressing the second concern about industry partner involvement requires a little more
time and space, for it touches on some potentially complex issues. My first response is,
perhaps unexpectedly, to relate an anecdote. In September 1999, before I had heard of
Blue Mud Bay or considered working in Aboriginal Australia, I contacted the School of
Archaeology and Anthropology at ANU about their Masters program, thinking that the
discipline of anthropology might be a good way of shifting my research focus from
biological science to an interdisciplinary context. A brief explanation of the research I
had in mind resulted in a recommendation to email Dr Nicolas Peterson, whom they
believed would be interested. Without any real knowledge of why he would be, I sent an
email to Nic in which I explained my strong desire to undertake interdisciplinary
research about the way that human beings relate to the marine environment across a
number of areas of life. I envisaged that such research would use my skills and
knowledge as a quantitative marine scientist, but also my background in the humanities,
which had not been required to any significant degree in my Honours research. Not long
before my email arrived, Nic and Howard had been awarded 3 years funding from the
Australia Research Council to investigate precisely this question in Blue Mud Bay. In
other words, taking on the scholarship that was part of the Project determined the
location and focus of a research topic I had already decided upon. It is often assumed
that a student working on an industry partnership project has not had complete freedom
to choose their topic, but instead has accepted one that has already been constructed for
them in some way. In my case the opposite was largely true; I chose my own topic, the
Blue Mud Bay Project just happened to fit it.
This history is relevant when considering the role in the research process of the
Northern Land Council and of the Native Title sea claim that the Council was
overseeing on behalf of the Blue Mud Bay people. Native Title refers to the rights in
land, and to a far lesser degree in the sea, which indigenous Australians can claim by
following certain legislative and legal processes. It has been and remains a dynamic and
highly controversial area of Australian law and public policy. Under the Blue Mud Bay
contract, the Northern Land Council supplied a 4WD vehicle and some research funds
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to assist in my research, and their expectation was that my component of the wider
project would produce information about resource use and ecological knowledge
amongst the Yolngu living in the area. I did obtain such information, and it was
documented in a report to the Federal Court of Australia, in order to assist in the Court’s
deliberations regarding Native Title in Blue Mud Bay. Appendix 1 contains information
from that report relevant to this thesis.
The fact that Blue Mud Bay people had decided to undertake a Native Title claim
certainly encouraged them to talk to me about the places that mattered to them, to take
me to visit such places, and to reflect on how they could best articulate the importance
of them to outsiders. They wanted to talk about their ‘Sea Rights’. Yet the timeframe on
which anthropological fieldwork is conducted made maintaining any kind of pretence or
façade in their articulations very difficult, for 18 months is far too long for any
overstated claims about the role of the sea in people’s lives to survive without being
exposed. There are simply too many other things to attend to in life in a poor and
remote Aboriginal community to spend every minute worrying about how things might
appear to the resident anthropologist. The claim was a factor in my time in Blue Mud
Bay, and in my interactions with its residents, but it did not always, or even often, loom
large. A thesis about coastal life at Yilpara was the preeminent objective of my research,
and it was the major outcome. Yet it is also true that this course was taken in the
knowledge that a work which successfully examined Yolngu relationships to the coastal
environment would facilitate the conduct of any Native Title proceedings. Achieving
such complementary aims seems to me to be the intention of such collaborative research
projects.
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Abstract
This thesis explores the relationships between people, water, and places in the everyday
life of the Yolngu people of Yilpara in northeast Arnhem Land. In the Yolngu world, a
sophisticated understanding of the fluid and dynamic relationships between fresh and
saltwater is given a greater priority than the division of the coast into land and sea.
These waters are continually moving and mixing, both underground and on the surface,
across an area that stretches from several kilometres inland to the deep sea, and they
combine with clouds, rain, tides, and seasonal patterns in a coastal water cycle. Yolngu
people use their understanding of water flows as one basis for generating systems of
coastal ownership, whilst water also provides a source of rich and complex metaphors
in wider social life.
Describing this coastal water cycle provides the basis for a critique of the way European
topographic maps represent coastal space, and also for a critique of common
formulations of customary marine tenure (CMT). However as a methodological tool, I
use maps to provide a detailed analysis of people's connections to place and as part of a
wider examination of how places are generated and sustained. In this way the thesis
contributes to anthropology, marine studies, and indigenous studies as well as touching
on some issues of coastal geography. The approach I adopt has a phenomenological
emphasis, since it enables me to show how Yolngu concepts arise out of and articulate
with their experience of living in their environment and of using knowledge in context.
This perspective contributes fresh ethnographic insights to some ongoing contemporary
debates about people and place.
The paired tropes of flow and movement are used as a gloss throughout the work, as
each chapter takes a different domain of human life at Yilpara and explores how water,
place, and human movement are manifested in it. Such domains include subsistence
hunting and fishing, group and gender distinctions in presence on the country, food
sharing, memories of residence and travel, personal names, spirits and Dreaming
figures, patterns of coastal ownership, and interactions with professional fishermen.
Together, they provide an account of the different ways that people relate to water,
place and country in contemporary everyday life. ‘Where the Clouds Stand’ is
predominantly an ethnographically driven work from one locality, but within that
approach, it also explores broader considerations of phenomenology, anthropological
inquiry, and human life more generally.
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ORTHOGRAPHY AND PRONUNCIATION
The orthography used in this dissertation is based on that used by Keen (1994:xiv-xv)
and following him, Toner (2001:viii). The short vowels are i, u, and a, while long
vowels are e, o, and ä. A single r is pronounced as in rung, and rr is rolled. The
consonant combinations dh, th, and nh are pronounced with the tongue between the
front teeth, and the retroflex letters d, t, and n are pronounced as if with the letter ‘r’ in
front of them. The combination ng is pronounced as in ‘rung’, whilst n.g indicates that
the letters should be pronounced separately. The combination ny is the same as the ‘ni’
in the English word ‘companion’.
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