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Cultural Dialogues and Self-Constructions in Australia:
Mediating Photography, Performance, and Auto/Biography

Encountering Culture: A Dialogue (2006) is a photographic project that
emerged from Alice Springs in Central Australia as a result of known and
sustained relations between myself, the artist, and the collaborators fea-
tured in the photographs—along with their families and extended kin.
Close to a dozen Aboriginal families whom I have come to know over a
period of some fourteen years are involved in the project. Most belong to
a number of language groups and mixed ethnicities through kinship ties
and intermarriage, for instance—Arrernte, (the custodians of Alice
Springs); Luritja and Warlpiri (northwest of Alice Springs); as well as
other related language groups including, for example, Ngaanyatjarra
(southwest), Pintupi (west), Alyawarr (northeast), and Kaytetye, Pitjant-
jatjarra and Yankunytjatjara (south). Other ethnic identities are also rep-
resented: German, Afghan, Indian, Irish, Scottish or Greek. These fami-
lies live in different residential circumstances—town camps, urban es-
tates, town flats, and nearby (and distant) traditional lands. In fact, Alice
Springs is properly regarded as a conduit that facilitates these traditional
communities (i.e., language groups) as both a service centre and the place
where other relatives live.

My project explores the complexity of this local identity through a
process of visual representation and a collaborative framework using
photography and performance to create a contemporary, self-reflexive
and historically contingent portrait of Alice Springs, seen from the per-
spectives of young Aboriginal adults—residents and spokespersons for
their communities.1

1 Encountering Culture: A Dialogue (2006) is the photographic component of my
doctoral thesis, “The Encounter of Culture: A Shared Space or Out of Place? Dis-
mantling the Self in Central Australia.” The thesis is a combination of dissertation
and creative work—a body of sixty large-scale photographic works (each 106cm x
110cm). This project began in 1999 when I first met Erica Franey, an Ar-
rernte/Luritja speaker living in Alice Springs. Together we produced the first body
of photographs, Out of Place (2002), effectually the precursor to Encountering
Culture. Through my (skin) relationship to Erica (as sister to her and aunty to her
children), I am able to work amongst the families, i.e., Erica’s related kin. We in-
tend to produce what will become a trilogy based on Alice Springs.
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Identity politics, performance, and self-presentation (contestation) are
played out within the specifics of place and local daily life. In the context
of this chapter, I will consider our intersubjective relations as a form of
auto/biography—the colluding space of intercultural engagement and
production—whereby participants perform for the camera, which, in turn,
provokes their behavior and responses—a self-conscious and mediated
environment for the staging of the self. My project, then, is posited
within a decolonizing framework, whereby a poststructuralist approach
towards the re-reading of ethnographic practices enables a dialogue of
both intercultural engagement and resistance—the positioning of all sub-
jectivities—those in front of the camera and those behind it.

Mediation and Representation

Alice Springs is a bi-cultural township. Aboriginal families have been
permanent residents since time immemorial, in spite of successive epochs
of destructive governmental policies. Theorizing cultural contact as a dy-
namic exchange creating possibilities for agency and mobility, Indige-
nous academic Marcia Langton states that a dialogic relationship between
Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal persons has the potential to create not
only new relations of exchange, but a desire for new imagined models of
representation. However, this dialogic relationship is based on longevity,
that is, sustained relations over a reasonable and ongoing period of time.
Langton believes that Aboriginality “is remade over and over again in a
process of dialogue, of imagination, of representation and interpretation”
(33),  while  insisting  that  the  concept  of  “Aboriginality”  is  based  on  an
intersubjective exchange. For Langton, the non-Aboriginal and Aborigi-
nal  persons  involved  are  able  to  test  models  of  the  Other,  as  well  as  of
each other, continually adjusting those models as responses are proc-
essed, to find a satisfactory means of mutual comprehension and cultural
representation (see Langton 35).

Ongoing dialogic relations circumvent the possibility for what some
Aboriginal people have called cultural theft and instead situate account-
ability and long-term projects (long-term relations) as fundamental to this
encounter. People are held responsible for the cultural knowledge that
they collect and, within the framework of reciprocity, return with this
knowledge (representation) for cultural clearances and approval to dis-
seminate to the wider public audience.

Perhaps the desire for a dialogic relationship, and hence one of mobil-
ity, as defined by Langton, answers some of the rhetorical questions pos-
ited by both James Clifford in The Predicament of Culture (1983) and
Eric Michaels in Bad Aboriginal Art (1994), and their re-evaluation of
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ethnographic practices post-1970s. How does one register the experience
of another culture, locate the predicament accurately? What frameworks
need to be in place in order to create relations of exchange, reciprocity,
and mutual respect, so that a photographic project such as mine can be
materialized? How does one conduct, interpret, and produce cultural arti-
facts within another cultural schema? And what is the dialectic relation-
ship between “experience” and “representation”? In effect, both Clifford
and Michaels extrapolate on the “conditions of engagement” and how the
ethnographer’s presence impacts on that culture. Both, in fact, interrogate
colonial frameworks and proffer the opportunity for new emergent struc-
tures to emerge—a counter-hegemony that decolonizes the imagination.

In Bad Aboriginal Art,2 Michaels creates a working template for In-
digenous/non-Indigenous relations and draws this understanding from a
Warlpiri kinship schema based in Aboriginal Law. He locates the “speak-
ing position” from within cultural practice and custodianship—the place
of speaking rights, performances and responsibilities—established within
this matrix of kinship networks. He himself exists as an interactive ob-
server–participant, adjunct to the culture, giving voice (and thus repatriat-
ing) the rightful authors of that knowledge—in this case, the Warlpiri of
Yuendumu.

Power relations are constantly under examination for Michaels: Who
is speaking on behalf of whom? Who has the right to speak? And from
whose perspective is the representation being interpreted? Not to forget,
how this representation will be received, interpreted, and circulated also
needs interrogation. Michaels attempts to dissolve the traditional sub-
ject/object paradigm and attempts to relinquish what Geertz has called
“the burden of authorship” (138–46). He does this by prioritizing an Abo-
riginal pedagogy over Western systems of thinking and behaving. Hence
he is scathing towards any ethnographic practice (and any cultural pro-
ducer) that takes on the tropes of “ventriloquis[m]” (Geertz 145). In other
words, acquiring cultural knowledge and then becoming the speaking
voice for that knowledge has to be avoided at all costs—with this prob-
lem we once more return to embedded paternalistic colonial frameworks
from which it is presumed that those being represented cannot adequately
speak for themselves.

2 As a Visiting Research Fellow at the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies
from 1982–1986, Eric Michaels was commissioned to undertake a formal study of
the impact of technology on traditional Aboriginal lifeways, in particular, the
Warlpiri of Yuendumu, a remote community 300 kms northwest of Alice Springs.
He helped to set up Warlpiri Media, the community’s media association that exer-
cises  control  over  any  form of  Warlpiri  representation,  as  well  as  operating  as  a
media unit. Bad Aboriginal Art: Tradition, Media and Technological Horizons is a
collection of essays by Michaels posthumously published by his close colleagues.
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All cultural producers (whether researchers or artists), contends
Michaels, need to negotiate their conduct with the people they are repre-
senting. The conditions of engagement—the conditions of cultural pro-
duction—must be established and the cultural frameworks respected.
Once again, Michaels posits a number of rhetorical questions that locate
his own biases towards a socio-political and interactive practice: How
does one’s ethnography (in this case taking photographs/writing texts)
affect the lives and political struggle of those being represented? How do
those participants regard this ethnography? Is it helpful to their culture?
Where does the author position him- or herself? What traditions does he
align himself with? What is his intellectual responsibility to this project?
What inscriptive practices take place? What is the position of the subjects
in this practice?

Michaels clearly interrogates the accountability of both practice and
practitioner and how this in turn affects those being represented. His on-
going politics is never to exclude either the authorial presence or author-
ial personae of those being represented. By acknowledging one’s media-
tion, one acknowledges the political and ethical dilemmas of knowledge
production and any form of representation.

Mediation and the Ethnographic Encounter

As mentioned above, my project is situated within a poststructuralist ap-
proach of re-reading ethnography, the extensive self-reflexive analysis
mediating experience and representation (fieldwork and exegesis). Hence
I am drawn to those ethnographers or cultural producers who battled
themselves over this complex dialectic; that is, their own mediation of
contact colonial relations and their extensive reflexivity concerning the
material they produce.

Cultural acquisition is a process of mediation that remains contingent
and based on specific social relations and availability, that is, inherent
sociality: What knowledge is made available to you by the community
and what relations are you able to establish within in it? Within every
cultural encounter, strategies of resistance co-exist with availability. As
well, there is the matter of the secret or sacred—lifeways that remain
hidden and protected from public access or viewing. This then becomes
an interesting inversion of reciprocity and power dynamics.

Even within the colonial situation, one starts to realize that other silent
strategies of resistance and cultural maintenance exist simultaneously—
and that those relations of engagement are far more complex and endur-
ing than they initially appear. Therefore, cultural acquisition from all an-
gles, from all speaking positions, becomes a mediated proposition.
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This reminds me of my own working relationship with one of my pro-
ject’s collaborators, namely Steve Gumerungi Hodder, a spoken word
artist. Steve told me the story of his journeying to Mornington Island to
reconnect with his father, Gordon Watts, a famous traditional dancer,
healer, and important elder in that community. His mother, Marlene
Hodder, is of Anglo-Scottish origin. On his arrival, his father refused to
see him and passed on his paternal responsibilities to Steve’s uncle, who
in Aboriginal terms would also be considered his father. No doubt, this
was the correct traditional response—the right way.

Steve recites this story to explain that he had gone to Mornington Is-
land thinking like a whitefella3 and having whitefella desires; that is,
wishing to re-establish his relationship with his paternal father and, in
fact, being unable to do so. Instead, it was up to the community to deal
with this responsibility—the community was, in correct cultural terms,
the arbiters and negotiators of what was to take place. I think Steve was
directing this story at me in part. It is not my role to determine what hap-
pens in this project. Rather, it is what people make available to me. They
mediate  the  terms  and  conditions  of  this  engagement.  I  am,  after  all,  a
stranger in this sociality.

In the same vein, James Clifford positions Jean Rouch’s “cinéma
vérité” within ethnographic encounters, coining it “ethnographic-vérité”
(The Predicament of Culture 77), whereby culture is not a reality objec-
tively recorded by the camera but one provoked by its active presence
(see Rouch, “Ciné transe”). The camera mediates between reality and the
concept of truth-formation—it is a filmic construction.4 Clifford, of
course, is referring to the presence of the ethnographer situated in the
same context as the camera. The very presence of an observer, no matter
how seemingly neutral, “provokes” a specific situation (Clifford, The
Predicament of Culture 77). The flow of cultural life is interrupted and
becomes a creative re-interpretation.

3 Whitefella is a common term for European or non-Aboriginal persons used by
most Aboriginal people, and Blackfella is commonly used in the same context by
Aboriginal people to describe themselves.

4  Rouch, following Russian filmmaker Dziga Vertov, breaks with cinema realism to
create a new model of filmmaking which explores its materiality; he concludes
that truth lies within the structural tenets of the filmmaking process. These are the
mediating vicissitudes that form filmic truth, which he coins cinéma vérité. Ac-
cording to Steven Feld, cinéma vérité came to mean four things for Rouch: (1) that
films comprise first-takes and hence remain non-scripted and non-staged; (2) that
films comprise non-actors performing spontaneously and in spontaneous settings;
(3) the use of a lightweight, portable and handheld synchronous-sound camera;
and (4) an interactive filming and recording technique, through the viewfinder, and
with no production enhancement (see Feld 7). These, of course, are the tenets I in-
corporate into my own methodology.
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My own project, Encountering Culture: A Dialogue, re-interprets Jean
Rouch’s cinéma vérité as a methodology. The presence of a medium-
format camera situated on a heavy tripod (twelve frames per film; that is,
constant reloading and regular light checks via a light meter) produces a
self-conscious, constructed and mediated environment for the recording
and performance of selves. The camera is a physical object and a sign, a
marker of the public world in which selves and images form and circu-
late. The intrusive nature of the camera reminds everyone of the condi-
tions of engagement and the conditions surrounding the event. But more
importantly, it situates the collaborators as active participants—actively
constructing and deconstructing themselves before the camera—and
thereby reinvigorating their role within an intercultural historical frame-
work. Participants direct their own performances and the presentation of
(them)selves.  Photography  and  performance  form  part  of  an  act  of
auto/biographical re-presentation. Performance also mediates the politics
of identity. It has the potential and creative license to interrogate old
models of representation.

The camera becomes the instigator of the event and not simply a re-
cording tool: “it becomes a provocateur, a stimulant, precipitating situa-
tions, conflicts, and expeditions that would otherwise never have taken
place. It is no longer a matter of pretending that the camera isn’t there,
but of transforming its role by asserting its presence, by stressing the part
it plays” (Rouch qtd. in Eaton 74). Others have called this a “ciné-
provocation,” that is, “the idea that the camera acts as a catalyst, not a
neutral recording device, and that the presence of the camera is responsi-
ble for creating the responses of the people being filmed” (Eaton 8).

The handheld camera, or direct cinema, triggers what Rouch considers
his charter for social action, that is, his complex understanding of the
ethnographer-filmmaker as an intermediary between self and others. Di-
rect cinema results in Rouch’s acute understanding of inherent power re-
lations and his ongoing disruption of prevailing French colonial hegem-
ony—it was Rouch after all who called anthropology “the eldest daughter
of colonialism, a discipline reserved for those with power interrogating
people without it […]” (qtd. in Eaton 26). One could say that the hand-
held camera was moreover responsible for Rouch’s methodology of pri-
oritizing the materiality of the filmmaking process—the functionalism
within the craft of filmmaking itself—and hence, his rejection of tradi-
tional cinema practices, especially the tenets of post-production.

For Rouch, the handheld camera becomes a critical trope used against
distinct colonial frameworks. His rejection of a tripod, which he calls an
“observation post” (“The Camera” 57) and his preference for a moving
position within the event; his refusal to use a zoom lens, which he de-
scribes as “voyeuristic” (“The Camera” 57); his refusal to use images and
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subtitles in the same frame, implying that text and image cannot co-exist
together,  that  one obliterates the other and disorients  the original  source
material—thereby prioritizing the cultural event taking place; and his
cynicism about editors, commentaries and the addition of post-
production, suggesting that they violate the source material and the cul-
tural spokespersons who in fact should be speaking and interpreting.

By making evident the processes of representation and production,
Rouch in fact prioritizes cultural protocols and cultural lifeways and finds
a technique that leads him towards a more participatory relationship with
those peoples being filmed. He describes this as a “shared anthropology”
(62). John von Sturmer, an eminent Australian anthropologist once
asked: Where was I was positioned in my photographs? Perhaps my an-
swer to his rhetorical question is similar to Rouch’s position: within the
transparency of the processes of representation and production.

Rouch advocates the establishment of enduring relationships and a
self-reflexive subjectivity that make film crews redundant. Rouch states:

Personally—unless forced into a special situation—I am violently opposed to
film crews. My reasons are several. The sound engineer must fully understand
the language of the people he is recording. It is thus indispensable that he be-
long to the ethnic group being filmed and that he also be trained in the minu-
tiae of his job. Besides, with the present techniques used in direct cinema (syn-
chronic sound), the filmmaker must be the cameraman. And the ethnologist
alone, in my mind, is the one who knows when, where, and how to film, i.e.,
to do the production. Finally, and this is doubtless the decisive argument, the
ethnologist should spend quite a long time in the field before undertaking the
least bit of filmmaking. (Qtd. in Eaton 55)

Here Rouch positions himself squarely within long-standing, enduring
relationships by suggesting the ethnographer should know the culture
well; Rouch finds film crews unable to interpret the culture untenable.
Their presence in that society is a violation; only the ethnographer might
understand the people who are being recorded and therefore knows what,
when, and how to film, that is, how to record the event accurately. Rouch
also suggests that a sound engineer would have to know the language,
which of course is highly unlikely, and that in this respect, only a mem-
ber  of  that  community  would  be  able  to  decipher  their  own culture  and
thereby record and interpret it accurately.

Rouch’s decision to be the ethnographer-filmmaker and use his own
voice-over in the material (even with his bad English) situates his own
politics within that culture, thus making his own subjectivity accountable.
Rouch also returns with film footage such that those appearing in the
films—and their senior cultural advisers and spokespersons—can view
the footage and respond accordingly. Rouch states:
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The observer is finally coming down from his ivory tower; his camera, his
tape recorder, and his projector have led him—by way of a strange initiation
path—to the very heart of knowledge and, for the first time, his work is not be-
ing judged by a thesis committee but by the very people he came to observe.
(Qtd. in Eaton 62)

In  a  similar  fashion,  Mary  Louise  Pratt  parallels  some  of  Rouch’s
working ethos—the articulation and understanding of asymmetrical con-
tact relations and their mediatory relationships; the acknowledgement of
cultural imbrication instead of perceptions of a distinct separateness; and
the desire for an interactive and “participatory anthropology” that Rouch
calls a “shared anthropology” (“The Camera” 62). For Pratt, the ethno-
graphic encounter sits squarely within the “contact zone”5—generally
synonymous with colonial frontiers—a site of both contestation and col-
laborative activity.

The colonial frontier is usually situated within European expansionist
objectives; however, for Pratt this is also a space for co-existence and
cultural imbrication, in spite of the colonial conditions of “coercion, radi-
cal inequality, and intractable conflict” (Pratt, Imperial Eyes 7). The con-
tact zone “is an attempt to invoke the spatial and temporal co-presence of
subjects previously separated by geographic and historical disjuncture,
and whose trajectories now intersect” (7). Pratt goes on to say that “[a]
contact perspective emphasizes how subjects are constituted in and by
their relations to each other. It treats the relations among colonizers and
colonized not in terms of separateness or apartheid, but in terms of co-
presence, interaction, and interlocking understandings and practices, of-
ten within radically asymmetrical relations of power” (7). Pratt is inter-
ested in how this shared space of historical predicaments is negotiated
and how it plays itself out between the two parties, that is, the impact the
two parties have on each other.

Journal extract, February 2001

I offer to drop Michelle off at Hidden Valley, a town camp next to Sa-
dadeen (housing estate).6 It is early evening. All of the street lights have
been smashed up; it is difficult to see anything. Michelle is Brian’s eldest
daughter. A long, single road leaves the housing estate and slowly winds

5  Pratt coins “contact zone” to refer to the space of colonial encounters in her semi-
nal work, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation (1992). See 1–11.

6  Town camps are generally regarded as restricted areas regulated and managed by
Tangentyere Council, a self-governing Aboriginal institution. They came into exis-
tence  as  self-regulated  communities  under  the  Aboriginal  Land  Rights  Act  of
1976, although they have always been a feature of Alice Springs, even before the
town, then known as Sturt, was gazetted in 1888 (see Coughlan).
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its way into the town camp. Michelle tells me to slow down. “Drunks.”
“Drunks on the road.” As well, lots of small children running around in
the dark. As I approach each house, a group of children and babies
emerge before my car headlights, barely visible. We both strain forward.
Michelle “navigates.” Each house has rudimentary lighting, or no light-
ing at all. It is a whole other environment to negotiate. I hear the sound
of smashed glass under my car tires. It is 8 p.m. but it feels like midnight.
Town camps are often associated with violence and poor living condi-
tions. Michelle is staying at Hidden Valley because she’s fallen in love
with Quentin, a young boy from Fregon, who is currently “camping”
there. Quentin is Pitjantjatjarra. Michelle is Arrernte. Her family lives at
Hermannsburg. This is an unlikely and irregular union.

Journal Extract, January 2001

I am here at Papunya accompanying Lisa at two funerals, one, a direct
family member, the other, a prominent leader in Aboriginal land rights
and a community spokesperson. We are staying at Sammy and Joy’s
place. At the same time, we have arrived into “business”.7 Business is
being conducted within the Papunya community. I look down and see a
photograph lying on the kitchen floor next to the rubbish bins, overflow-
ing in scraps. The dogs hang around the bins in hunger. There is a crude
round hole cut out of the rectangular image. A roughly cut round space
where the face should be. The crudity of the cutting jolts my memory of
mortuary protocols.8

Pratt also coins the terms “autoethnography”, “transculturation” and the
“ethnographic present” (Imperial Eyes 1–11) and locates them within
contact relations. I would also consider these terms as an autobiographi-
cal speaking back at colonial frameworks, as well as forming positions of
resistance.

7  Aboriginal “business” is a term that generally means the conducting of important
and gendered cultural ceremonies that need to be performed between related
groups of people (language groups or clans) for cultural maintenance, sociality, re-
newal, and continuity. People use the phrase in the context of “women’s business”
and “men’s business,” or “sorry business,” for instance, which could entail any-
thing from initiation ceremonies to mortuary protocols.

8  Mortuary protocols prohibit reproductions of the deceased, as well as the mention
of their names. Even those aspects of (inalienable) cultural rights that would nor-
mally be associated with the deceased are banned; for instance, songs, stories, de-
signs, or dances (see Michaels, Bad Aboriginal Art 3). My citing of this incident is
to  locate  the  inherent  cultural  sensitivity  and  how  one  needs  to  be  familiar  with
Aboriginal protocols in order to behave “appropriately” in that culture.
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Autoethnography is the presentation of a “situated” self, a construc-
tion of oneself situated in one’s habitat (Pratt, Imperial Eyes 6)—the
other defining itself within and against the dominant cultural order (Pratt,
Imperial Eyes 7). Within to survive, against to  establish  difference.  As
Pratt states, “autoethnography involves partial collaboration with and ap-
propriation of the idioms of the conqueror” (Imperial Eyes 7). Autoeth-
nography displaces the stereotype of the passive and silent other and re-
invigorates the role of the collaborator. A position in-between acquies-
cence (inclusion) and defiance (intrusion), autoethnography exists both
inside and outside the parameters of the dominant culture. Autoethnogra-
phy is also a matter of inter-relational existence or strategy for survival.

Transculturation is the process whereby marginalized groups or sub-
ordinated peoples select and reinvent what gets absorbed into their own
cultural ethos, how they might use it, and for what cultural purposes.
However, this transference is re-negotiated, re-interpreted and re-
structured for that culture’s own purposes. Both autoethnography and
transculturation are processes of agency and mobility redefined within
terms of their culture. For my project, autoethnography and transcultura-
tion have become political and practical tropes for the presentation of a
“situated” self or the auto/biographical other.

For instance, a Melbourne critic working for the local newspaper The
Age referred to some of our photographs as mimicking West Coast Los
Angeles, that is, the urban dress politics of West Coast, Black, African
Americans. Taken at face value, this could be read as a reasonable com-
ment. However, from my own experience within this culture, the clothing
may resemble Black fashion politics, but I would argue that this dress has
been culturally re-negotiated and re-interpreted within very specific and
local Aboriginal lifeways.

Urban street wear becomes a marker of Aboriginal identity: the local
basketball team that you represent and play for (which is generally ra-
cially defined); often with your family name inscribed on the back of the
uniform, which means most Aboriginal players would be able to position
that name within certain local families. More often than not, a particular
basketball team would represent specific Aboriginal families and associ-
ated language groups, that is, a type of loose kinship. But perhaps the
greatest marker of difference is the relationship people have to clothing.

Clothing simply has another holding power or status. Sometimes peo-
ple will wear the same clothing all week long, or use it as a bathing cos-
tume, share it amongst other family members (cousins, second cousins),
or even discard it, making it valueless and functionally redundant accord-
ing to Western perspectives and value systems. On the one level, there is
the identification with a more powerful “Black politics” but in the every-
day wearing of basketball uniforms, or for that matter, any other type of



Dialogues and Self-Constructions in Australia 505

urban streetwear, there exists a local identification first which is played
out within specific intra-racial frameworks.

Concerning the politics of cultural imbrication, Pratt also speaks about
the “ethnographic present” (“Fieldwork” 33), wherein self and other exist
in the same space and time. She calls this an intersubjective realm true to
the nature of the account: “a moving position already within or down in
the middle of things, looking and being looked at, talking and being
talked at” (32), an interactive encounter between both parties, suggesting
possibilities for interrelatedness and reciprocity. The ethnographic pre-
sent challenges the old paradigm of purveyor—the seer and the seen—a
position of looking in and or down upon what is other—and makes it re-
dundant. Johannes Fabian calls this closeness a “co-evalness,” a temporal
and spatial nearness that means proximity between experience and inter-
pretation (30–34). This of course places the ethnographer and the ethno-
graphic encounter into a framework of personal, localized relations, the
daily life experience of the community and the textual and material rich-
ness of that experience. Proximity would also suggest accountability, re-
ciprocity and the potential for enduring relations. Rouch’s insistence on a
handheld camera is another form of proximity.

Journal extract, Summer 2004

My methodology is ad hoc, incremental, provisional, partial. Everything
is fragmented, incomplete and achieved in the moment. It is gathered
fast, on-the-run and remains tenuous. Meetings and appointments are
spontaneous. If people make themselves available, you take the opportu-
nity and run with it. Appointments and prior arrangements are often not
kept. There is always a constant need to make new arrangements. They
are not honored in the same way. It takes a long time to understand how
things work. It also means that you are constantly on standby throughout
the whole of the summer. A working ethos more attuned to Aboriginal
lifeways. It becomes a different way of thinking.

Aboriginal life exists in the moment—kinship responsibilities and ac-
countabilities seem to permeate all aspects of local daily life. Kinship
involves great numbers of people. Most Aboriginal families living in Al-
ice Springs know each other and belong to many different language
groups. Sometimes this can mean intra-racial feuding and social disrup-
tion. This is the ad hoc, fluid and multivalent nature of Aboriginal life-
ways. It also represents the contrasting realities of contemporary life—
resilience, tenacity, dynamism—juxtaposed against mayhem, chaos and
devastation. When things flare up amongst families and kin, all prior ar-
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rangements are abandoned—whether this is a photographic shoot, cup of
tea, lunch amongst families, or oral recording.

People generally do not phone you or notify you of any change of
plans. It takes experience and time to understand this other system of
how things work internally and that you need to become as malleable as
the culture. It reinforces the truth of what Steve Gumerungi Hodder calls
“different lives.”

I feel that I am now working from within the community and sub-
jected to the same daily demands. Steve Gumerungi Hodder is a spoken
word artist and single father. Jacinta Nampijinpa Castle (vocal artist) is a
young mother of three boys and belongs to a large family clan of
Warlpiri speakers. Erica Franey (advisor and mentor) has four children
and is an Arrernte/Luritja speaker with kinship ties to Morris Soak, a
town camp on the western outskirts of Alice Springs—most notably the
camp where Albert Namatjira lived. To work amongst these people and
their extended families and kin means that one is subjected to those same
daily domestic and disrupted lives. Aboriginal lifeways sit in stark con-
trast to non-collective European frameworks of individualism, efficiency,
and the desire for results.

Michaels reiterates this ethos further: “Aboriginal society is far more
process-oriented than product-oriented. […] Aboriginal notions of sched-
ule and appointment are radically different from European ones. Much of
your field experience will at first seem to be spent waiting for things to
start happening. Much of your credibility will depend on your tolerance
for waiting; impatience can lead to coercion” (Bad Aboriginal Art 17). I
found the photo shoots to exist completely in the moment. Any pre-
determined arrangement or adherence to a time schedule of any kind
simply did not work. Instead, sessions remain perennially spontaneous. In
my case, this meant that I was “on call” for one summer.

The same principle applies to the collection of participants. Collecting
people is considered an “event” in itself—the art of looking for people in
different locations—or simply hanging around amongst families while
people sort themselves out—there is no time frame factored into this so-
ciality; it is simply part of social and cultural interaction. Collection and
return of participants is part of the reciprocal arrangement. An intrinsic
part of local culture is to pick up and deliver kin and family, since trans-
portation is a shared commodity in collective life. It is also part of the
(unspoken) exchange for people’s generosity in the project. Food can
also be part of the responsibilities inherent, since most people struggle to
feed their large extended families. A different cultural schema is at play
here—one of social maintenance. Jennifer Biddle, like Michaels, contex-
tualizes this ethos amongst the Warlpiri of Yuendumu:
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To appreciate Warlpiri meaning was possible only once I made myself avail-
able, interruptable, present […]. I had to become what Europeans generally
aren’t precisely because of “our” habitual time/work management [and] tem-
poral relations. (188–89)

Cultural inscription is a form of collection attached to Western peda-
gogic systems and hierarchies of authenticity and value—what is in-
cluded and excluded. Any form of collecting is considered a form of tax-
onomy. Falling into classificatory systems of selection, ordering, and
naming, collecting belongs to a larger corpus of knowledge that basically
elucidates its own use, symbolism, and function.

When examining so-called primitive (Indigenous) cultures, Western
pedagogy is based on the assumption that the primitive culture needs to
be: 1) redeemed; 2) preserved; and 3) represented. This is often coined
the “salvage paradigm” (see Clifford, Dominguez, and Minh-Ha). The
salvage paradigm positions primitive cultures into on the one hand, a
vanishing past, and on the other hand, an ahistorical present. It denies the
culture any future-oriented identity or any means of propelling itself into
the future. Rendered immobile, it creates a type of stagnation, nurturing
binaries and the propagation of cultural stereotypes and caricatures.

Colonial formations of knowledge exist within essentialist cultural
patterns, whereby the colonizer desires and fabricates a static pre-contact
traditional culture, as opposed to an ethnographic present that aspires to-
wards agency and mobility. John von Sturmer calls this colonial behavior
a type of “necrophilia” (127–39). Stereotypes, caricatures, and binaries
are another form of necrophilia, positioning the culture within a frame-
work of paternalistic control. Stereotypes abound where there is a lack of
proximity between both parties—where there is an absence of a dialogi-
cal relationship. bell hooks writes:

Stereotypes, however inaccurate, are one form of representation. Like fictions,
they are created to serve as substitutes, standing in for what is real. They are
there not to tell it like it is but to invite and encourage pretence. They are a
fantasy, a projection onto the other that makes them less threatening. Stereoty-
pes abound where there is distance. They are an invention, a pretence that one
knows  when  the  steps  that  would  make  real  knowing  possible  cannot  be  ta-
ken—are not allowed. (341)

Another effect of stereotypes is the distance produced and maintained
when a culture and its people are only known through a given set of cir-
cumscribed images—symbols created under a previous historical regime.
In this context, it is important to note Langton’s analysis of this particular
historical predicament, namely, that “[t]he most dense relationship is not
between actual people, but between white Australians and the symbols
created by their predecessors. Australians do not know and relate to Abo-
riginal people. They relate to stories told by former colonists” (33).
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Fig. 1 (top): Lawrence Dickson (Todd Mall).
Fig. 2 (bottom): Lawrence Dickson and Passerby (Todd Mall).

From the series: Encountering Culture: A Dialogue. 2006. Digital photographic
prints. Size: 112cm x 106cm. Chris Barry, 2006.
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Fig. 3 (top): Pool.
Fig. 4: Pool.

From the series Out of Place. Digital photographic prints. Size: 78cm x 110cm. Chris
Barry and Erica Franey, 2001-02.
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Fig. 5 (top): Sasha AhChee, Rosie Parsons, Julie Woodford and Athena Magoufakis
(Todd Mall).
Fig. 6: Sasha AhChee, Rosie Parsons, Passerby, Julie Woodford and
Athena Magoufakis (Todd Mall).

From the series Encountering Culture: A Dialogue. Digital photographic print. Size:
112cm x 106cm. Chris Barry, 2006.



Dialogues and Self-Constructions in Australia 511

Fig. 7: Leroy Hill, Jess Farrer and Camille Rennie (Town Pool)

From the series: Encountering Culture: A Dialogue. Digital photographic print. Size:
112cm x 106cm. Chris Barry, 2006.
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Fig. 8: Steve Gumerungi Hodder (Town Water Tanks)
From the series Encountering Culture: A Dialogue. Chris Barry, 2006.
Digital photographic print. Size: 112cm x 106cm.
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Fig. 9: Jacinta Nampijinpa Castle (Town Water Tanks)
From the series Encountering Culture: A Dialogue. Chris Barry, 2006.
Digital photographic print. Size: 112cm x 106cm.
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Speaking Back

I would now like to return to Eric Michaels and use his knowledge of a
Warlpiri cultural schema to articulate a position of speaking back at
dominant colonial frameworks (a decolonizing ethos) and to situate an
Aboriginal pedagogy in respect to cultural production and intercultural
engagement (and the conditions of that engagement). This section will
also provide a context for understanding most Aboriginal cultural life-
ways, since kinship relations and responsibilities are the foundations for
most Aboriginal language groups. It would seem to me that any cultural
producer who does not have a thorough understanding of Aboriginal kin-
ship and its machinations would be at a loss to conduct any form of cul-
tural representation, nor would one understand one’s own position (and
obligations) within that schema.

Michaels’s interrogation of the speaking position (as outlined earlier)
echoes Michel Foucault’s concept of the “enunciative function” whereby
speaking positions are “made ready” or predetermined for the speaker.
Speaking positions are endemically tied to identity politics wherein “dis-
course belongs to the order of laws wherein a place is made ready for a
subject” (52), that is, the rules of practice that regulate and govern all
discourses and their proliferation; a discourse informed by pre-existing
relations of power. Foucault draws attention to the rules and procedures
that regulate discursive practices and examines the various positions from
which subjects are constrained or enabled to speak.

It seems to me that Michaels has adopted Foucault’s concept of speak-
ing rights and attempts to reinterpret this thesis within traditional
Warlpiri law. However, within this reinterpretation, Warlpiri law is posi-
tioned as the dominant pedagogy.

Michaels refers to the machinations of Warlpiri culture as “an infor-
mation economy” (Bad Aboriginal Art 9), a matrix of incremental parts
that together make up a whole or a continuum.9 This continuum is com-
monly known as Jukurrpa (law),  the body of knowledge that  forms and
determines all human social relationships within that culture. Each mem-
ber holds specific and inalienable knowledge rights based on gender, sen-
iority, kinship and locale. Thus the speaker of this knowledge is restricted
by what he can and cannot say; who he can speak to; in whose presence
he may speak; and where he is able to speak. Michaels continues:

By distributing information, as story, differentially throughout the society via
the interlocking kinship matrix, the Warlpiri establish a network of informa-

9  Michaels’s concept of an “information economy” is based on orality and inalien-
able rights and obligations that are brokered and exchanged as a form of cultural
currency; in other words, on reciprocity and mutual obligation.
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tion specialists, each maintaining some aspect—but never the whole—of the
truth. Thus, important matters (such as ceremonies, authorization, decision-
making) require the assemblage of many people who will each contribute their
piece of the puzzle. For example, for a whole song cycle to be performed may
require many people (often from diverse locales) to collaborate in the per-
formance. Information is dispersed in time and space through a network that
eventually encompasses the continent—in which each adult individual has par-
ticular, but constrained, speaking and knowing rights. Significantly, this sys-
tem is not hierarchal, something extraordinarily difficult for people from class
societies to appreciate, whether that society is British colonial administration
or a film crew. (32)

This information economy is intrinsically linked to cultural designs
and signifies specific geographical sites that connect back to ritual, per-
formance, songs and stories involving knowledge rights and custodian-
ship. These designs can also be read as accurate cartographies. Meaning,
rights, accessibility, inaccessibility, interpretation, obligation and car-
ing—become the gamut of rights and responsibilities associated with
specific designs and knowledges—forming the obligatory bond between
country and society. Country, in Warlpiri terms, is full of significance
and meaning and is mediated through song cycles and stories established
by the Jukurrpa—as well as by contemporary events.

In the following anecdote, we see Michaels charting his own trajec-
tory from outsider to active participant and describing the continuum of
things within a Warlpiri ethos:

When I first came to Central Australia and used to drive those desert tracks by
myself (before I had established relations and obligations which fill up the
Toyota  on  any  journey),  the  desert  distances  were  to  me  unfamiliar  and  un-
marked. Now, of course, they are a landscape full of significance—where we
broke down last time, where we found Jupurrurla walking at night, where Ja-
panangka jumped off the track, the back way to Mt. Allan, and occasionally,
the place where the ancestors came, or where water is, or bush tomatoes. (Bad
Aboriginal Art 59–60)

The structuring of kinship maintenance and reciprocal responsibilities
is based on an interchangeable praxis of “producers” and “owners” of
stories, alongside the “witnesses” and “caretakers”—and inscribes the
invertible role of “Kirda” and “Kurdungurlu” (explained below), wherein
performance is deemed culturally appropriate by the witness—invertible
roles that monitor appropriateness and the reconstruction of correct and
proper manifestations of the Jukurrpa, albeit graphic design or video pro-
duction. Put more simply, this could be contextualized as reciprocal roles
of obligation and guardianship based in cultural maintenance. These
roles/tasks relate back to “skin names” and appropriate skin relations,
produced within an eight-subsection kinship grouping, with patrilineal
emphasis but matrilineal rights through mother’s brother. Tasks, designs
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and knowledge are one, interpolated into the same cultural structure. Any
recording of a Warlpiri narrative (performance, storytelling, painting,
video) involves the “Kirda/Kurdungurlu” ethos—the engagement of re-
ciprocal obligations that are deemed invertible and situational and not
fixed in their duties and responsibilities but rather interpretable within
lawfully correct cultural structures.10

In this same way, Michaels applies this strict kinship code to new me-
dia and video production (the new forces influencing traditional life)
wherein even the video camera is given a “skin name,” thus creating a
video-making structure based on “skin appropriateness.” This is also a
good example of how traditional culture accommodates, reinterprets and
absorbs all forms of colonial contact/impact into its cultural schema, or
what Pratt calls transculturation. Ronny Reinhard states:

He [Eric Michaels] originally worked with a guy called Francis Kelly Jupur-
rula, a young Aboriginal man at Yuendumu who obviously had an interest in
this new technology. So they worked together and made videos of traditional
stories. But it was more complex than that. The person operating the camera
[Kurdungurlu] had to have the appropriate skin relationship to the person tell-
ing the story [Kirda] and so he [Michaels] tried to initiate this video-making
structure based on skin appropriateness—who was the storyteller, who was the
story recorder whose country it  [the story] was on, who viewed the video re-
cording.11

Michaels speaks about Warlpiri video production appearing (to Euro-
peans) “unbearably slow” and “involving long landscape pans” of coun-
try that appear to be “semantically empty” (93)— yet Warlpiri audiences
view these tapes over and over with the greatest of affection, attention,
and emotion. Producers (Kirda) and viewers (Kurdungurlu) alike will
describe the tapes—their purposes and meanings—in ways not immedi-
ately apparent from the recorded material itself. As mentioned by
Reinhard, often several families will be required to record a particular
story,  not  all  will  appear  on  camera,  others  will  operate  the  camera,  or
simply be present to witness the stories being told and recorded. How-
ever, what is interesting is the viewing of the tapes wherein everyone
seems  to  know  the conditions of  how  the  story  was  made  and  whether
correct conventions were observed and delivered.

For the Warlpiri, those empty landscape pans contain footage of coun-
try that is full of meaning. “The camera in fact traces ‘tracks’ or locations
where ancestors, spirits, or historical characters travelled. The apparently
empty shot is quite full of life and history in the Aboriginal eye” (Mi-

10  For a more detailed explanation of the intricate network of skin relations and the
reciprocal obligations of the Kirda/Kurdungarlu role, see Michaels, “The Social
Organization of an Aboriginal Video Workplace.”

11  Ronny Reinhard worked for Warlpiri Media “post-Michaels,” from 1992 to 1994.
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chaels, Bad Aboriginal Art 94).  Michaels  believes  that  these  video  re-
cordings operate in the same way as Warlpiri graphics, “providing mne-
monic, evocative symbols amenable to interpretation and historical accu-
racy when viewed in the proper social and cultural context” (93). Thus a
classificatory universe is found, observed, and determined within this
matrix of kinship networks.

In conclusion, Michaels states that the secret songs, stories, dances
and designs represent the most important personal property owned by
Aborigines, namely, their “information economy.” In this way, certain
knowledge is protected, considered sacred and secret and is used as cul-
tural currency. In European terms, this is considered intellectual property.
In traditional culture, speaking rights are highly regulated and highly
structured, meaning that invasion, illicit access, or abuse by unauthorized
persons of that knowledge can be regarded as trespass or cultural theft.

Traditional law makes no explicit rulings on cultural production, ac-
cording to Michaels in Bad Aboriginal Art, rather, it becomes an interpre-
tative act “built on analogy or extension or even reinterpretation, and so
may be open to negotiation” (4). Michaels continues:

What matters most in this act of interpretation is who does the interpreting.
Because what is being protected here is the right and authority of particular
people, usually elders, to uphold the culture and its values, their right to make
the determinations regarding new situations cannot be undermined. (4)

This authority protects culture, maintains cultural protocols and enables a
contemporary fluidity into the present whilst still remaining within the
strictures, parameters and ethos of traditional law. From this perspective,
any cultural production (albeit Aboriginal or non-Aboriginal) would need
to be vetoed and agreed upon by those concerned and those being repre-
sented.

My elaboration on Eric Michaels situates an Aboriginal pedagogy be-
yond dominant Eurocentric practices of thinking and behaving. This
complex matrix of kinship structures is played out in most Aboriginal
lifeways. Whether kinship remains intact, or fractured, or even disabled
in its mimicry, it still underpins how people think, behave, and relate to
one another in daily life. Thus, the machinations within Aboriginal kin-
ship structures become a primary model for interpretation, engagement,
and  analysis,  and  the  point  of  departure  and  return  for  my  own  artistic
practice and obligatory conditions amongst the Aboriginal families par-
ticipating in this project. My own practice of producing artworks for ex-
hibition is re-contextualized within an inter-subjective (and relational)
process and cannot be imagined as a signed, signature object. It is consti-
tutive of, and contingent upon, the relationship. I remain accountable to
those families and the authority that they hold.
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Conclusion

The participants in this project are photographed in situ, within ordinary
everyday spaces that institute a local politics of identity. The Todd Mall,
town water tanks, or town pool become theatrical settings for the staging
and performance of identity and the presentation of the self—localized
life narratives contingent to place. The performative nature of the work
becomes a form of auto/biography—daily life as artful display, whereby
the  participants  direct  their  own  spontaneous  performances  and  re-
presentations of themselves, hence maintaining their authorial presence
and personae, their co-authorship. They exercise their own authority and
agency in the construction and deconstruction of the photographs, testing
colonial tropes of representation and, in particular, the ethnographic (co-
lonial) gaze. However, the intrusive nature of the camera reminds every-
one of the conditions surrounding the event and the dynamics of produc-
tion, which, I argue, is a positive form of self-assertion and resistance.
Thus, the presence of a medium-format camera produces a self-conscious,
constructed, and mediated environment for the recording and perform-
ance of the auto/biographical self.

The camera is a physical object and a sign, a marker of the public
world in which selves and images form and circulate. In Rouchian terms,
the intrusive nature of the camera “provokes” and “determines” the ac-
tions taking place in front of it. Hence this methodology situates the col-
laborators as active participants—constructing and deconstructing them-
selves before the camera, and thereby reactivating their role within an
intercultural and contemporary framework.

However, the camera’s close proximity to its subjects produces a mov-
ing position—face-to-face and within the politics of representation and
cultural production. “The stage-managed quality, the continuity of cos-
tume, the hierarchy of bodies, the tableau, and the direct engagement
with the photographer’s gaze test image-making conventions […] habit-
ual codes that render the scene within a known realm of meaning”
(Burns, n. pag.). Hence, these photographs call attention to the impossi-
bility of an unmediated contemplation of the world; the part photography
plays in codifying and constructing experience; and the desire for new
imagined models of representation and new creative interpretations. To
return to von Sturmer’s question about where I locate myself within these
photographs, I would say: within the sociality that produced them.
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