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Indigenous Knowledge Institute


Indigenous Knowledge: Australian Perspectives is the first book in the Miegunyah Indigenous series to be produced by Melbourne University Publishing in partnership with the Indigenous Knowledge Institute at the University of Melbourne.


The Indigenous Knowledge Institute is a Melbourne Interdisciplinary Research Institute that was established in 2020 to support and promote Indigenous Knowledge research as a vibrant field of interdisciplinary activity and new research engagements with Indigenous knowledge-holders around the world. It has since grown to be recognised as a global hub for thought leadership and innovation in Indigenous Knowledge research that works with diverse partners across the world.


The Institute funds grants across various schemes to support and advance Indigenous Knowledge research collaboration, ranging from smaller Community Engagement and Seed Funding grants to larger Indigenous Knowledge Fellowship and Research Theme grants. Seven Indigenous Knowledge Fellows of the Institute have been appointed to the University of Melbourne at the level of Professor in recognition of their consummate experience as leading experts in the rare and highly specialised Indigenous intellectual traditions that they carry.


In 2023, the Institute launched its Doctor of Philosophy - Indigenous Knowledge course at the University of Melbourne to offer new academic pathways for Indigenous knowledge-holders from around the world to pursue research training in Indigenous Knowledge as an interdisciplinary field. Five students are now enrolled in this unique course.


All work of the Institute is governed by its ‘Charter for Research with Indigenous Knowledge Holders’, which has now become embedded as a central framework for recognising Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual Property across the entire University of Melbourne.


News and uploads of the Institute’s events and podcasts can be found on the University of Melbourne’s website and social media channels. These include recorded presentations from each of the Institute’s annual Symposium on the International Day of the World’s Indigenous Peoples.
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Professor Aaron Corn is inaugural director of the Indigenous Knowledge Institute and Coordinator of the Doctor of Philosophy − Indigenous Knowledge degree course at the University of Melbourne. His research collaborations with Indigenous colleagues and communities began in the early 1990s and have fostered meaningful research and teaching partnerships that have promoted greater recognition for Indigenous knowledge holders within universities and beyond. His bestselling book Law: The Way of the Ancestors, co-authored with Marcia Langton, was published in 2023. He co-hosts the podcast The Deep End with Marcia Langton and Aaron Corn.
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Editors’ Note on Style and Spelling



For the benefit of readers, a note on our use of the term ‘country’ in this volume is necessary. This term is used by many Indigenous Australians to refer to customary estates. Country may include landscapes, seascapes and riverscapes, and may have one or more focal sacred sites. These sites may be terrestrial, marine or riparian. In most Indigenous cultures in Australia, land is regarded not just as a physical resource but as a social one too. It is apparent that men and women speak about their hereditary estates in the context of immediate social relations that arise not only with other people, but also from those relations embedded in places, in consequence of their reverential regard for the sacred and historical resonances of those places.


The Aboriginal English term country (or kantri in Kriol) has become commonplace within Anglophone discourse. Use of the term country permits a more careful account of Indigenous cultural and social concerns and aspirations. Country may include land and water, whether owned under Australian title or not, and in the latter case, whether or not under claim of native title or other legislation, or forms of Indigenous governance. Customary management of country involves special knowledge and practices that traditional owners bring to the task.


We do not privilege words borrowed from English with initial capitals as our book is predicated on encouraging deeper understanding of the distinct epistemologies, languages and legal systems indigenous to Australia. Where possible, non-English words are rendered in their established orthographies at the time of writing, as we fully support Indigenous groups working to encourage literacy and consistency in their own languages and dialects. For guidance on pronouncing Anangu and Yolŋu words, see respectively: Parks Australia (2015) ‘Fact Sheet: Uluru–Kata Tjuta National Park’ (web resource); R. D. Zorc (1986) Yolŋu-matha Dictionary (Batchelor: Batchelor College).


These issues and additional sources may be further engaged through the following publications: Marcia Langton and Aaron Corn, Law: The Way of the Ancestors (Port Melbourne: Thames & Hudson Australia, 2023); Marcia Langton, ‘The Edge of the Sacred, the Edge of Death: Sensual Inscriptions’, in Bruno David and Meredith Wilson, eds, Inscribed Landscapes: Marking and Making Place, 253–69 (Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press, 2002); and Samuel Curkpatrick, Sarah Bacaller and Wanta Jampijinpa Pawu, ‘Who Is Country? A Hermeneutic Strategy toward Philosophical Responsiveness in Australia’, Parrhesia: A Journal of Critical Philosophy 38 (2023): 44–69.
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Introduction


Local Wisdom, Expansive Vision: Australian Perspectives on Indigenous Knowledge


Samuel Curkpatrick, Aaron Corn and Marcia Langton


MANY PEOPLE IN Australia and around the world are curious about Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture, law and relationships with their lands, waters and skies. Today, Australia is home to many rich Indigenous knowledge traditions that originated scores of millennia ago. These traditions carry understandings of ancestral histories of occupation, coastal inundations and other major climate changes, as well as patterns of behaviour for how to live well on country, manage the environment, provide for material needs and maintain a social balance. This knowledge is traditionally taught and conveyed through rich bodies of ceremonial law that integrate oratory, song, dance and design. These knowledge traditions have shaped forms of society and governance, and patterns of ecological management, thereby helping life to flourish over countless generations. By learning more about these knowledge traditions, we encounter unique ways of thinking and of experiencing life, enriching our relationships with the many different people and places around us.


The term Indigenous knowledge encapsulates these numerous, multi-layered expressions and activities as they uniquely shape the experiences of Indigenous peoples. The term also represents the efforts of scholars, both Indigenous and otherwise, to advocate for policies and practices that recognise the immense value of these traditions, and to work towards greater and more meaningful engagement with them. As well as supporting knowledge practices that are indigenous to local contexts to improve health, economic and cultural livelihoods, organisations like the United Nations call for institutions and governments to do more to safeguard and sustain humanity’s global cultural and intellectual diversity. For example, the introduction to the United Nations’ Convention on Biological Diversity affirms that the many ‘skills and techniques’ of Indigenous peoples should be regarded as ‘valuable information to the global community[, not only] those who depend on it in their daily lives, but to modern industry and agriculture as well … [as] traditional knowledge can make a significant contribution to sustainable development’.1


Such aspirational statements cast a broad vision for a more inclusive and diverse humanity. Such statements also reveal an inherent tension within the concept of Indigenous knowledge, which is upheld as something of global value while at the same time affirming that Indigenous knowledge is characteristically bound to localised environments and cultures. This conceptual tension plays out between the recognition of universal value and the prioritisation of local autonomy.


Perspectives on Indigenous knowledge in Australia are not isolated from this local–global dynamic. Assertions of cultural and intellectual autonomy are often affirmed with direct reference to the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP).2 Similarly, the tone and literary style of such declarations influence the stated principles of professional organisations working closely with Indigenous communities. For instance, the Garma Statement on Indigenous Music and Performance, developed by Indigenous leaders and academics at the Garma Festival in 2002, calls for the establishment of local knowledge centres in Aboriginal communities, the founding of a national recording project under the guidance of senior Aboriginal men and women as a national research priority, and the repatriation of songs from archives and libraries to local communities. The opening of the Garma statement reads:




Songs, dances and ceremonial performances form the core of Yolŋu and other Indigenous cultures in Australia. It is through song, dance and associated ceremony that Indigenous people sustain their cultures and maintain the law and a sense of self within the world. Performance traditions are the foundation of social and personal wellbeing, and with the ever-increasing loss of these traditions, the toll grows every year. The preservation of performance traditions is therefore one of the highest priorities for Indigenous people.


Indigenous songs should also be a deeply valued part of the Australian cultural heritage … Indigenous performances are one of our most rich and beautiful forms of artistic expression, and yet they remain unheard and invisible within the national cultural heritage.3





Two of this book’s editors, Marcia Langton and Aaron Corn, worked directly with Aboriginal leaders in delivering this statement and presently work with many other colleagues on ways to sustain enduring solutions to its call through longitudinal initiatives such as the Indigenous Data Network.4 Over the past two decades, academics across Australia have worked closely with Indigenous leaders and communities to pursue many such objectives. This has involved scholars from diverse and disparate disciplinary backgrounds working together in new intercultural contexts. Many scholars have developed responsive research methodologies that prioritise Indigenous self-determination and leadership, and tangible outcomes that directly benefit local Indigenous communities.


It is this longitudinal commitment to the applied and collaborative nature of Indigenous knowledge research in Australia that gives this research its unique flavour when compared with other kinds of Indigenous-related research around the world. Applied and collaborative approaches, such as those found in this book, also contrast directly with traditional methodologies of ethnographic documentation, which have tended to cast Indigenous informants as sources of information and data, instead of recognising their expertise and agency as knowledge producers and research collaborators in their own right.5 By prioritising applied and collaborative approaches, Australian academics have sought ways to enfranchise Indigenous knowledge-holders as peers into the academy on grounds of the rare and highly specialised intellectual traditions that they carry.


Ethnomusicology, a discipline of two of this book’s editors, Aaron Corn and Samuel Curkpatrick, has perhaps the longest history of these intercultural academic collaborations in Australia. The Centre for Aboriginal Studies in Music at the University of Adelaide built its entire curriculum and research program around ceremonial exchanges with Anangu leaders from the community of Indulkana (Iwantja) in the Western Desert as early as the 1970s, and funded two senior lectureships for Anangu ceremonial leaders as early as the 1980s.6 The spirit of those transformative early exchanges now greatly informs the work of the Indigenous Knowledge Institute at the University of Melbourne, which funds and supports new interdisciplinary research grounded in robust partnerships within Australia and beyond as a means of regularising respectful and mutually beneficial engagements with Indigenous knowledge and its holders across the whole of the academy.7 The Indigenous Knowledge Institute’s Fellowship scheme, for example, has enabled research-active Indigenous leaders to be appointed as full professors to undertake research of immediate interest to their own communities, while the institute’s new research training course, the Doctor of Philosophy—Indigenous Knowledge, is designed to open new academic pathways for Indigenous knowledge-holders from Australia and beyond with demonstrable experience in maintaining or revitalising Indigenous knowledge practices, such as cultural, language, ceremonial or environmental practices.8


This volume itself is a direct outcome of the very first research colloquium convened online by the Indigenous Knowledge Institute with colleagues from across Australia in early 2021. It vividly demonstrates the interdisciplinary breadth of Indigenous knowledge research in Australia. Featuring chapters by specialists with wide-reaching expertise in human geography, anthropology, ethnomusicology, history, linguistics, social science, environmental science, geology, cultural astronomy, construction management, public health, education and creative arts, it aims to foster respect for Indigenous knowledges and cultures, promoting best-practice methods for documenting, sustaining and engaging with them, and raise awareness about how these perspectives can inform new approaches to addressing contemporary global challenges.


Many chapters here were written by Indigenous thinkers and educators who have long histories of proactively building on their own intellectual traditions to engage with Western institutions in more relevant ways. Across the diverse topics addressed by each author, Indigenous knowledge emerges as a repository of intergenerational observation, and wisdom that can be continually reinterpreted and applied to new contexts for the empowerment of Indigenous communities in Australia and elsewhere. In compiling this volume, we assert that now is the time for Indigenous knowledge to be even better valued and supported within the academy globally, to ensure that the rich intellectual traditions of Indigenous peoples around the world can enable new forms of human inquiry and understanding to emerge.
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This volume is divided into four parts.


Part I: Deep Knowledge introduces some of the primary sources of Indigenous knowledge in Australia, which extend into deep time and history, while also encompassing the intimate relationships between people and place. Marcia Langton, Samuel Curkpatrick and Ella Reweti introduce some distinctive characteristics of Australian Indigenous knowledge in relation to global discourses on intellectual and cultural diversity. Wanta Jampijinpa Pawu, Aaron Corn, Samuel Curkpatrick and Brian Djangirrawuy Gumbula-Garawirrtja explore the close relationship between being and knowing within Warlpiri and Yolŋu knowledge traditions, and the importance of engaging with ancestral knowledge for community wellbeing. Nicholas Reid, Patrick D. Nunn, Bianca McNeair, Lena Djabíbba, Roselyn Kumar and Ingrid Ward provide insight into the immense time-depth of Indigenous knowledge by considering narratives collected from twenty-nine locations around Australia that recount the rise of ocean levels between 15 000 and 7000 years ago. Duane Hamacher and Martin Nakata survey the study of Indigenous astronomy, detailing how both scientific and cultural knowledge are read from the stars.


Part II: Knowledge Expression introduces some of the complex and nuanced forms through which traditional knowledge is expressed. Clint Bracknell and Rachel Nordlinger consider how the many diverse languages spoken across Australia sustain understandings of ecology and place, and how multilingualism shapes social relations. Clint Bracknell and Sally Treloyn survey a range of song and dance traditions, arguing that greater engagement with these traditions can support social adaptation to environmental crises. Samuel Curkpatrick considers the connection between metaphor and ethics within Indigenous thought traditions, looking to the ways in which Yolŋu knowledge can shape dynamic partnerships with non-Indigenous musicians. Angela Lynch, Marcia Langton and Jacqueline Healy consider the importance of traditional healing practices, introducing an innovative program run by the Ngaanyatjarra, Pitjantjatjara and Yankunytjatjara (NPY) Women’s Council that supports ngangkari (traditional healers) to work alongside Western-trained medical professionals.


Part III: Knowledge in Country explores how knowledge is shaped through engagements with the lands, waters and skies that surround and sustain Indigenous communities. Paul Gordon and Jesse Hodgetts share the story of how Thikarrbila (Echidna) came to be, introducing the reader to pedagogical processes of learning on country. Mike Ross and Hannah Robertson set out effective principles for working with traditional knowledge-holders to design buildings that are not only functional but further the cultural aspirations of Indigenous communities. Sue Jackson, Lisa Palmer, Joe Morrison, David Cooper, Mona Liddy and Liz Sullivan explore how Indigenous concepts of water rights are interwoven with cultural practices, and the disjunction between those concepts and dominant approaches to water management in Australia. Margaret Ayre, Djalinda Yunupiŋu, Jonathan Wearne, Rrawun Maymuru, Mandaka Marika and Gathapura Munuŋgurr introduce a long-running and highly successful approach to educative workshops run by Yolŋu people that aim to improve land and sea management practices.


Part IV: Hearing Our Voices looks to examples of how Indigenous knowledge has underpinned and inspired political activity through the assertion of an Indigenous voice within contemporary Australian society. Diana James, Nganyinytja Ilyatjari and Mantatjara Wilson detail the emergence of women’s cultural and political organisations in central Australia, culminating in the formation of the NPY Women’s Council during an era of emergent land rights and increasing self-determination for Anangu people. Finally, Geraldine Atkinson and Marcus Stewart, co-chairs of the First Peoples’ Assembly of Victoria from 2019 to 2023, outline the functions and ethos of this organisation and consider cultural authority as an inalienable basis of sovereignty from which treaty negotiations might proceed.





PART I


Deep Knowledge






CHAPTER 1


The Responsibility and Gift of Indigenous Knowledge


Marcia Langton, Samuel Curkpatrick and Ella Reweti


IN AUSTRALIAN UNIVERSITIES, knowledge has largely been understood as a creation of Western history and discourse traditions. Almost all other knowledge systems have been excluded, or their existence and value denied as beneath the standards of Western traditions. Assumptions about what knowledge is, its sources and potential uses, reflect various scientific and humanistic attempts to understand relations within the natural and human world and our place within them. In many respects, Indigenous knowledge traditions found across Australia are no different in their intellectual scope and profundity, although the ways in which knowledge is expressed and incorporated into patterns of life are markedly distinct. Also unique is the Australian Indigenous understanding of the world as originating in a sacred past and saturated by ancestral patterns and precedents, an ontological difference that contrasts radically with Enlightenment presuppositions of a neutral and universal order. Even amid these differences, we can observe deeply human questions that underpin diverse knowledge traditions globally: how are we to live well with others? How can we sustain abundant environments and nourishing cultures? How might connections to place and generations past strengthen our cultural, political and economic futures?


Over millennia, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples have continuously created, maintained and adapted rich and complex knowledge traditions steeped in unique relations between people and place. They have developed nuanced understandings of local ecologies, the behaviours of human and non-human species, weather, celestial bodies, and the healing properties of plants; developed sophisticated forms of governance, diplomacy, performance and art; and imagined their place within the cosmos in profound and poetic ways.1 The ingenuity of embedding these bodies of knowledge within localised activities and observations of the natural world is difficult to overstate. Australian Indigenous knowledge has largely been transmitted through the patterns of everyday life—in relations between kin or activities like hunting and preparing food, learning to navigate through complex terrains, understanding seasonal patterns, as well as within formal ceremonial activities. In recognition of the sacred origins of knowledge, organised ceremonial teaching practices, including lyrical and performative means of communicating knowledge, and artistic practices such as painting, design, weaving and dance, have been important means for expressing ancestral knowledge in tangible and accessible forms. Around the country, millennia-old artwork found on rock walls and in caves attests to the sorts of designs that would have been painted on bodies in preparation for ceremony, and on ritual and domestic objects.


Such abundant forms of knowledge are uniquely inscribed within living connections of people and place.2 Maintaining these connections is essential to sustaining ancestral knowledge and, subsequently, to living healthy, interconnected lives. Beyond localised expressions of Indigenous knowledge, the recognition of Indigenous epistemologies has become crucial to sustaining global cultural and environmental diversity. There is increasing recognition that Indigenous knowledge, while necessarily embedded within specific places and communities, holds the potential to impact the wellbeing of all. As a living conversation between our ancestral pasts and the ancestral futures that we leave behind, Indigenous knowledge is both a responsibility and a gift.3


Garma Mäk: An Invitation to Learn through Yolŋu Law


Each year since 1997, an Aboriginal festival has been held at a place called Gulkula in Northeast Arnhem Land, in the Northern Territory. The traditional owners of the land, the Gumatj clan, joined other Yolŋu clans with special affiliations with Gulkula, to host a traditional ceremony—the Garma. At this week-long gathering, the Yolŋu invite others to come and learn about their culture, religion and philosophy.


In 1999, Dr G. Yunupiŋu, a leader of the Gumatj clan, carved a wooden object called Mäk (Maak).4 Diamond shapes on the Mäk represented the sparks that leapt from a wildfire as it spread across the land. ‘Like a fire, the truth burns,’ he explained. ‘That’s how we know it is the truth.’ It was his intention, he said, to have his invitation to learn Yolŋu knowledge of the environment spread across the land in this way. Translated by Merrkiyawuy Ganambarr-Stubbs, the Mäk invited each Yolŋu group that had come to the Garma ceremony to learn about and share in Yolŋu law:




This Mäk is a declaration by the Yolŋu leaders … The Garma ceremony [public performance and wisdom] is an enactment of the meaning of being Yolŋu, of being human, as we understand this through our cultural inheritance from our ancestors. Our performance of the ceremony embodies the meanings of our traditions, enshrined in sacred places. To those of us who participate, Garma restores our spirit to a state of harmony and balance in the world, purifying us and bringing us to a deeper understanding of our duty to respect and share the legacy of our knowledge …


The first Mäk is to introduce the concept of Yolŋu knowledge systems as ancient foundations, ways of comprehending the world that have sustained Yolŋu societies. Our traditions provide us with the knowledge and the skills to harvest the bounty of the land and the sea for the satisfaction of our needs, and the opportunity to enjoy life. Through the ideas of Garma we explore our humanity. We, the Yolŋu, Aboriginal people of Northeast Arnhem Land, believe that our intellectual traditions are relevant to people of other societies, and are especially important to universities and institutions in which people seek to expand human knowledge.


The second Mäk is to share the vision of Garma. This ceremony reminds us of our duty to pursue knowledge, to discover and teach in co-operation with others, acknowledging the potential of all individuals to contribute equally according to their own capacity. It reminds us to acknowledge our bonds of common humanity, and thus the unity that we celebrate in the Garma ceremony reminds us of the necessity to work with others for the common good.5





This invitation to respect and share in the legacy of ancestral knowledge has characterised the work of many Yolŋu researchers and educators. It expresses a desire to be recognised and a deep concern over the future of traditional Yolŋu knowledge, especially in relation to the environment and the encroachment of inappropriate ecological and conservation practices imposed by federal and territory governments. G. Yunupiŋu explained the importance of governments working alongside traditional knowledge systems in this way:




Caring for the country is what we have done for tens of thousands of years and we intend to keep doing that … We know that the best, and in fact the only, way to do it is to take advantage of both traditional and contemporary knowledge systems. We want to make sure that Aboriginal people learn about contemporary methods and that non-Aboriginal people learn about our knowledge and experience.6





Like many senior Aboriginal leaders across the country, G. Yunupiŋu inherited a profound body of ancestral knowledge. This was necessarily earned through diligent practice and political duties. G. Yunupiŋu’s sense of self and his place in the world was shaped by great ancestral forces, and he had a matchless gift for explaining to Balanda (non-Yolŋu) the body of law that eventually became his responsibility to uphold. It was through the responsibility to live by that knowledge and to extend it to others, that the power and influence of that knowledge was realised. He described his worldview in this way:




We have our own laws, repeated in ceremonial song cycles and known to all members of our clan nation. Sung into our ears as babies, disciplined into our bodies through dance and movement—we have learnt and inherited the knowledge of our fathers and mothers. We live on our land, with our laws, speaking our language, sharing our beliefs, and living our lives bound together with the other great clan nations of the Gove Peninsula … Our allegiance is to each other, to our land and to the ceremonies that define us. It is through the ceremonies that our lives are created. These ceremonies record and pass on the laws that give us ownership of the land and of the seas, and the rules by which we live. Our ceremonial grounds are our universities, where we gain the knowledge that we need.7





Recognising Indigenous Knowledge Globally


It is widely recognised that Indigenous cultural autonomy and economic capacity are essential to sustaining Indigenous knowledge traditions. The recognition of Indigenous knowledge in legislation and the implementation of international rights-based frameworks are also crucial to protecting and enabling appropriate forms of engagement with those traditions.


Since the mid-twentieth century, there has been increasing international interest in the practical application of Indigenous knowledge to address issues of sustainable development and productivity, in industries including agriculture, fisheries, horticulture, forestry, environmental management and health. This increased attention to Indigenous knowledge has required the development of frameworks and safeguards for its use. The United Nations Secretariat of the Convention on Biological Diversity has played an important role in enshrining the protection of Indigenous knowledge within international law. Its acknowledgement of the value of the skills and techniques of Indigenous resource managers, and support for policies aimed towards sustaining biological diversity, are critical.8 Significantly, Article 8(j) of the convention provides that:




The use of Indigenous traditional knowledge, innovations and practices should only occur with the approval and involvement of the Indigenous or local community and that any benefits that arise from its use is to be shared with the people or community from which that knowledge originated.9




International law and frameworks such as this convention have encouraged dialogue between nation states and Indigenous people, as well as across local, national and international forms of governance.10 Despite an increased awareness of the importance of preserving and promoting Indigenous knowledge, persistent threats to its ongoing expression and viability remain. For example, the extent to which natural and cultural diversity is intertwined is not always recognised in the call of environmentalists to protect ‘wilderness’, at the expense of Indigenous economic development and traditional resource rights.11


Since Indigenous knowledge traditions are highly localised and complex, rendering written accounts of that knowledge has involved collaboration with researchers across a range of disciplines, such as ethnomusicology, linguistics and geography. Outsiders do not typically have access to such knowledge unless they are directly engaged with traditional owners, encountering that knowledge first-hand in the social, ecological and performative contexts within which it is embedded. Nevertheless, research collaborations have not always been beneficial for Indigenous people, or even benevolent in their intentions. Some academics have selectively appropriated Indigenous expertise for their own benefit and with little appreciation for the beliefs and practices underpinning the knowledge.12 The commercialisation of Indigenous knowledge without consent or benefit-sharing arrangements is another pressing concern that is only exacerbated by political and economic disparities.13


Despite the ubiquitous exploitation of Indigenous knowledge, many meaningful approaches to working with Indigenous knowledge-holders and traditions have developed over recent decades.14 This has required sensitivity to relational and institutional power dynamics that potentially undermine, marginalise and exclude that knowledge from mainstream discourses. Success in collaboration depends on highly qualified and experienced collaborators with a high level of commitment to the integrity of Indigenous laws and traditions. There is also a need for Indigenous collaborators to have a clear understanding of their rights within such engagements, as reflective of international human rights law, intellectual property law, and title to land and resources; for the intellectual value of their knowledge to be duly credited; and for the accurate documentation of knowledge expressions, including ecological knowledge.15 Undertaken with responsibility and integrity, collaborative research with Indigenous knowledge-holders can support the aspirations and priorities of Indigenous groups, who perceive opportunities to preserve knowledge practices and secure the recognition of rights to that knowledge under international law.


Responding to Indigenous Knowledge in Australia


Within Australia, legislative recognition of Indigenous cultural and intellectual property by governments would significantly benefit the preservation of Indigenous knowledge. So, too, would formal acknowledgement of the unique cultural, social and historical contributions of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, by enhancing the visibility and respect for Indigenous people and knowledge within the broader national consciousness. Legislative responses to Indigenous knowledge in Australia should also provide a stronger basis for Indigenous people to negotiate terms of engagement and collaboration, ensuring their participation in research, commercial activities and governance while maintaining their cultural integrity.


This, in turn, would generate tangible community benefits. Countries with established legal frameworks that support the rights of Indigenous communities to control their knowledge generally provide stronger protections for these peoples. In Australia, however, the lack of rights afforded Indigenous peoples in the Constitution—and the absence of any mention of the special status of Indigenous people—falls short of full protection for Indigenous knowledge systems.


This shortfall highlights the importance of volumes such as this, driven by Indigenous writers, artists, scientists, academics and community, in collaboration with non-Indigenous colleagues. It exemplifies how ancient knowledge systems remain relevant today, precisely because they shape present experience as they come to work alongside other forms of knowledge, respectfully and expansively. It is this very multidimensionality that makes Indigenous knowledge not only intellectually evocative, but useful for, and often critical to, a wide range of purposes and contexts that are important to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as they grapple with the relentless impacts of modernity.





CHAPTER 2


Being and Knowing


Wanta Jampijinpa Pawu, Aaron Corn, Samuel Curkpatrick and Brian Djangirrawuy Gumbula-Garawirrtja1




I’ll tell you a true story. My family were travelling to Kulpulurnu, the Rain dreaming place. There’s permanent water there, but it was 100 kilometres more to go. They had all run out of water, and they were thinking they’re not going to make it. But because the old fella, my step-grandfather, had that knowledge of looking for water, he found a tree called wurrkali [bloodwood]. That tree holds water. That water was enough to get them to Kulpulurnu and, if he didn’t do that, well I wouldn’t exist here. Yeah, because of his knowledge, he managed to get them to Kulpulurnu, to their homeland. So, you can see why the emu’s names and stories really talk about how you feed on knowledge. It will save you because you will use this knowledge, or the knowledge will use you. The desert is a place where your knowledge needs to be updated all the time. Let’s put it that way! You know, it has to be in tip-top shape. If you lack that knowledge, you might end up killing your family.


Wanta Jampijinpa Pawu





AS A WARLPIRI leader, being and knowing are intimately connected for Wanta Pawu. In environments full of potential dangers, knowledge feeds our bodies and minds. It quenches, nourishes and sustains. Knowledge makes the land our home and helps us become our homes. Our lives are enmeshed in life-giving patterns of place, ecology, family and community that can give everyone the possibility of learning how, as Pawu often puts it, to carry home within. Knowledge is curated over time and generations, joining those who are gone with those yet to be. It helps us navigate life by locating us within a dynamic system known as kurawarri (law) to the Warlpiri people that shapes purposeful belonging and links us to things in creation—places and ancestors, plants and animals, earth and sky, day and night.2


In this chapter, we discuss how being and knowing, and also thought and practice, in Australia have long been shaped by Indigenous traditions of law.3 We draw on Warlpiri and Yolŋu examples from the Tanami Desert and Northeast Arnhem Land, the respective ancestral homes of co-authors Pawu and Gumbula-Garawirrtja, to show how Warlpiri kurawarri and Yolŋu rom (law) codify complex knowledge systems that nourish and guide people throughout their lives, while also mediating lived experiences through a wide array of corresponding ceremonial practices. Ultimately, we demonstrate how knowing in these traditions is anchored in a bedrock of ancestral laws that prevents stasis by allowing for new understandings and relationships to be cultivated in response to continuous growth and change.


Knowing through Doing


The Western academic tradition usually compartmentalises knowledge into discrete disciplines that tend to disintegrate Indigenous knowledge systems from the people who are their agents, the places that shape their meaning, and the daily practices that maintain their cohesion.4 It also privileges text as the normative medium of knowledge documentation and dissemination, maintaining an overly rigid distinction between theory and practice.5 Indigenous intellectual traditions across Australia, however, emphasise processes of knowing through doing as their own dominant means of holding and transmitting knowledge. In Indigenous epistemologies, merely knowing about something in abstract is not considered to be a true form of knowing. True knowing requires a demonstrated capability in knowledge application. The common Yolŋu verb marŋgi, with its tripartite meaning, sheds further light on this distinction. It simultaneously means ‘to know,’ ‘to be able to’ and ‘to have rights in’, indicating that lifelong learning is a function of one’s birthright to share and benefit from the vast store of their people’s ancestral knowledge.6 Even before children can walk and talk, their families encourage them to begin learning their inherited knowledge traditions, because babies are said to rom-gal’-gal’maranhamirri (crawl with law).


Indigenous knowledge systems across Australia have typically been codified over scores of millennia into many extensive ceremonial repertoires of names, songs, dances and designs that attentively integrate people’s understanding of themselves and each other with places and environments where they live and travel. These ceremonial repertoires are typically attributed to the original ancestors or old people of the many different Indigenous groups across Australia, who named, shaped and populated their homelands long ago and knew how to read the world around them. Participation in ceremonies, at whatever capacity one might have to do so, is therefore considered to be an intrinsically human trait.7


While the academy has gradually come to accept ceremonies as conduits for cultural ideas and values, perhaps even spiritual and political ones, rarely does it recognise their innate veracity as independent conduits for knowledge documentation and dissemination. This remains one of the main barriers to enfranchising Indigenous knowledge-holders into the academy on grounds of the rare and highly specialised intellectual traditions that they alone often carry at the highest level.8 Ethnomusicology, a discipline in which all authors here have been engaged, perhaps has the longest history in Australia of collaborative intellectual exchanges with Indigenous ceremonial leaders. The entire teaching curriculum and research program of the Centre for Aboriginal Studies in Music at the University of Adelaide was founded in the 1970s on longitudinal intellectual exchanges with Anangu ceremonial leaders from Indulkana in the Western Desert, which saw two of those leaders appointed to academic positions as senior lecturers in the 1980s.9


Appointments such as Pawu and Gumbula-Garawirrtja’s as full professors to the Indigenous Knowledge Institute at the University of Melbourne, where all authors of this chapter worked at the time of writing, are among our latest approaches to overcoming this barrier, with the aim of enabling new forms of academic inquiry and dissemination to emerge.10 Another has been our recent creation and delivery of the Doctor of Philosophy—Indigenous Knowledge, which is coordinated by the Indigenous Knowledge Institute and is chiefly designed for Indigenous knowledge-holders from Australia and beyond to pursue higher research training in a field of immediate interest.11 The Indigenous Knowledge Institute is a Melbourne Interdisciplinary Research Institute hosted by the University of Melbourne’s Faculty of Science, which has been instrumental in enabling this vision.


The ceremonial repertoires held and deployed by such elders do not merely transmit static information from one generation to the next. Rather, they form the basis of rich intellectual traditions through which new ideas can be debated, new meanings negotiated, and new consensuses built, so that each new generation of a community can determine for themselves what it means to live well. While gravely threatened today by the lingering consequences of colonisation and the newer demands of contemporary life,12 these intellectual traditions nonetheless sustained complex land and sea management practices that enabled humanity to flourish across Australia for countless generations.


As Pawu has elsewhere explained with respect to Warlpiri law, in the demanding environments of the Tanami Desert, Warlpiri intellectual traditions equip people to simply be and feel at ease in the dynamic environments of their own homes.13 At the heart of Indigenous knowledge systems across Australia lies the tenet that everything is related and that people’s sense of being at ease comes through working towards an ever-deepening understanding of our place within the universe. All communities are connected by sprawling kinship networks that encourage people to respect and care for each other and their respective homelands as a legal obligation. The ceremonial codification of Indigenous laws both formalises and sacralises the relationships of people to their homelands and the eternal ancestors who also reside there, while ceremony repertoires themselves are seamlessly integrated across their classical media of names, songs, dances and designs in ways that encourage people to understand how everything in creation, including the whole of humanity, is ecologically and ancestrally connected to everything else.14


The warlalja (kinship) system, for example, that regulates traditional marriage and inheritance laws in Warlpiri society is itself based on the appearance of a highly recognisable natural phenomena in the night sky of the Southern Hemisphere—the constellation Crux or the Southern Cross. This system is effectively a synergetic relationality engine that distributes all people in Warlpiri society across four intermarrying ceremonial groups, who hold hereditary rights to the myriad homelands and ceremonial repertoires across the Tanami Desert. The basis of this system in the way the Southern Cross appears is itself a constant reminder that we humans are made of the same stuff as everything else at an atomic level, and that the gaining of ceremonial knowledge requires keen attentiveness to natural forms and cycles.15


This kind of attentiveness emphasises knowing as an active lifelong pursuit over knowledge as something that is received and static.16 It is also widely recognised across Australia that knowing is best pursued through ceremonial contexts in which multiple descent groups participate. In Yolŋu society in Northeast Arnhem Land, formal alliances between related groups are called reŋgitj, which technically means ‘body’, but in the sense of a ‘body corporate’ of constituent member groups. Knowledge generated in reŋgitj ceremonial contexts is considered the most definitive. The overall quality of a ceremony is indexical to the number of people who gather for it, while the greater the number of different groups they represent, the more definitive the knowledge generated there will be. Yolŋu people will therefore often explain the credentials of their knowledge by referring to the various reŋgitj ceremonial contexts through which they acquired it.17 The very best of ceremonial contexts for debating new ideas, negotiating new meanings and building new consensuses can only be accessed by cooperation with multiple other groups. This further obliges and incentivises communities to remain connected via sprawling kinship networks that encourage people to respect and care for each other and their respective homelands.


Feeding on Knowledge


In Indigenous languages across Australia, richly nourishing foods that are particularly good for children are used as common metaphors for knowledge. At an epistemic level, knowledge is a form of nourishment that enriches and sustains our lives and, like food procurement itself, can only be accessed by exercising keen attentiveness to natural forms and cycles.18 In the Tanami Desert, for example, the Southern Cross dips beneath the horizon at the end of the hot season around October each year and, when entirely obscured in this way, it is characterised by Warlpiri people as a giant yarla (yam) that indicates it is time to commence annual ceremonies. In this sense, ceremonies themselves are seen as gatherings where people come together, often from over vast distances, to feast on knowledge.


Much like teaching a child where and how to dig for yams, or to find honey in the forest by following a line of bees back to their hive, the search for richer knowledge also requires us to look and dig beyond the appearances and surfaces of things to find resources and nourishment that nature often hides in plain view. The Southern Cross, once again, exemplifies this understanding. It is but one part of a much larger constellation that Warlpiri people recognise as the Flying Emu, which mostly comprises dark nebulae that are hidden against the shimmering backdrop of the Milky Way and can only be seen clearly on the night of a new moon. The Coalsack Nebula is the Flying Emu’s head, and it adjoins the Southern Cross, which he wears as a crown. In ceremonies, Warlpiri people traditionally wear a single white feather on their headbands to represent the Southern Cross as the Flying Emu’s crown.
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