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“Encountering Culture: A Dialogue” is a project grown out of Alice Springs/Central Australia 
through known and sustained relations between myself and the collaborators (and their 
families and extended kin) featured in this exhibition. In fact, close to twenty families are 
involved in this project. 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. International academic and cultural theorist, Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak, states that culture alive is its own irreducible counter-culture. She also states that 
culture is a space of collision. In “Cross-Cultural Dialogues”, a November 2004 conference at 
Monash University, Ghassan Hage described how dialogue and the labour involved within 
intercultural relations creates a symbolic movement – that a dialogic relationship is one of 
agency and mobility. “Encountering Culture: A Dialogue” is a historically contingent, self-
reflexive, and co-authored project. It examines the inter-subjectivities of contemporary 
Aboriginal life in Alice Springs. Identity politics, performance and self-presentation/ 
contestation are played out within the specifics of place. 
 
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 like this can be materialised? 
How does one conduct, interpret and produce cultural artefacts within another cultural 
schema? What are the political and ethical dilemmas of cultural production? How does one 
situate the self within the other? What are the conditions of this engagement? How does one 
mediate between a culture and the production of cultural artefacts? Or rather, what is the 
dialectic between experience and interpretation? Does a work of art exist as the unfinished 
business of translation? 
 
The foundations for this project are situated within ethnography. For French Anthropologist, 
Marcel Griaule (1898-1956), culture exists as performance and spectacle staged for the 
ethnographer/documenter. Griaule’s admission that ethnographic endeavour attracts a 
performative response, renders the encounter a self-conscious cultural trope. The very 
presence of the ethnographer within the community alters, interrupts and mediates normal 
daily life. Cultural production is also contingent, based on specific relations and availability. 
Cultural acquisition, then, becomes a mediated proposition. 
 
Auto-ethnography (Mary Louise Pratt) is the presentation of a “situated” self – or the other 
defining itself within and against the dominant cultural order. Within to survive, against to 
establish difference. As Pratt states, “auto-ethnography involves partial collaboration with and 
appropriation of the idioms of the conqueror” (Pratt, 1992, p.7). It is a site of agency and 
mobility. Auto-ethnography displaces the stereotype of the passive and silent other and 
reinvigorates the role of the collaborator. A position between acquiescence (inclusion) and 
defiance (intrusion), auto-ethnography exists both inside and outside the parameters of the 
dominant culture. Auto-ethnography is also one of inter-relational experience – a territory of 
shared predicaments. 
 
Pratt also locates the “ethnographic present” where self and other exists in the same space 
and in the same time. An inter-subjective realm, true to the nature of the account – a moving 
position, face to face with the other, from within and in the middle of things, looking and being 
looked at, talking and being talked to – an interactive encounter between both parties. 
Johannes Fabian calls this “co-evalness”, a temporal and spatial nearness, “a proximity” 
between experience and interpretation (Fabian, 1983, pp.30-34). 
 
James Clifford (1888) positions Jean Rouch’s “cinema-verite” within ethnographic encounter 
and coins it “ethnographic-verite” – whereby culture is not a reality objectively recorded by the 
camera but one provoked by its active presence (Rouch, 1978). The camera mediates 
between reality and the concept of truth-formation. Clifford, of course, is referring to the 
presence of the ethnographer/documenter situated in the same context as the camera. The 



very presence of the ethnographer/documenter “provokes” a specific situation (Clifford, 1988, 
p.77). 
 
“Encountering Culture: A Dialogue” is a contemporary document on the polemics of urban life 
in Alice Springs/Central Australia seen through the prism of Aboriginal youth – the site of 
testimony, lived experience, and narrated lives. Identity politics, performance, and self-
presentation are played out within the specifics of place – together with the power of 
encounters and human relationships. This project presents both the mundane nature and 
theatricality of the everyday. The Todd Mall or Town Pool, for instance, both ordinary 
socialised spaces, become settings for the staging and performance of identity and the 
presentation of the self – localised life narratives and a particularity contingent to place. 
However, the intrusive nature of the camera reminds everyone of the conditions surrounding 
the event and the dynamics of production. The presence of a large format camera situated on 
a heavy tripod, constant light readings and twelve frames per roll, produces a self-conscious, 
constructed and mediated environment for the recording and performance of selves. 
Photography and performance become a form of auto/biography. Performance also mediates 
the politics of identity. 
 
I have maintained an on-going relationship with Alice Springs/Central Australia since winning 
the Alice Prize in 1993, fostering a professional working relationship within that community. 
The Encountering Culture project results from twelve years of physical, emotional and 
spiritual journeying into Alice Springs. The photographs on exhibition are one marker of these 
intimacies and social exchanges. 
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