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Abstract 
 
Born in the 1970s, a period when the Australian state needed to resolve land use conflicts 

in the then relatively remote Alligator Rivers region of Australia’s Northern Territory, 

Kakadu has become the nation’s largest and most famous national park. Aside from its 

worthy national park attributes and World Heritage status, it is also noted for its joint 

management, the sharing of management between the state and the traditional Aboriginal 

owners of the area. 

 

As an experienced park manager working in this park more than two decades after its 

declaration in 1979, I found joint management hard to comprehend and even harder to 

manage. In this thesis I explore this phenomenon as practice: how joint management 

works now, and how it came to be as it is. 

 

The work explains how the now accepted ‘best model’ for joint management – a legal 

arrangement based on land ownership by Aboriginal people, lease back to the state 

under negotiated conditions, a governing board of management with an Aboriginal 

majority, and regular consultation does not, on its own, satisfy either partner. Instead, I 

show that traditional owners and white actors representing the state must negotiate 

contradictions on many levels: between conservation and recreation; histories, race and 

world views of actors; state power fields and those derived from land ownership; and 

powerful social structures and forces that draw the partners together and push them 

apart. 

 

In revealing the forces that divide white and Aboriginal actors, and thus threaten the 

fragile edifice of joint management, I also show that there are structures and activities in 

place that can be boosted. Chief among these is the under-celebrated ‘joint discourse’ 

that derives from the two partner groups working together in Kakadu’s famous bush 

more closely as equals. Simple and humble measures might be taken to strengthen the 

structures around joint discourse and I suggest these should succeed where increasing 

bureaucracy has demonstrably failed. 
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Preface and acknowledgements 
 

The project that led to this thesis has its formal beginnings in May 2004, when I 

was accepted as a doctoral student at Charles Darwin University. Yet it had 

begun well before that, really in 1971, when as a young forestry officer I first 

drove through the enchanting landscape of this not-yet-but-will-be-someday 

national park, and fell in love with it. There were many other milestones along the 

way, like joining the staff of the then Australian National Parks and Wildlife 

Service as a project officer in 1978 and, later that year, being witness to the 

actual signing of the agreements that leased recently granted Aboriginal land for 

the purposes of a national park and a uranium mine. By the time I left the 

Northern Territory to take up a senior position in Western Australia, in 1985, 

seven years had passed and, exhausted by the experience of responsibility for 

this controversial area, I thought I would never return to it, except possibly as one 

of the millions of tourists who have marvelled at this place over the years. Yet I 

was to come back, out of retirement in Western Australia, as park manager 

between 2002 and 2004. By then Kakadu had become a world-famous icon, and 

it remains Australia’s best known national park. 

 

This is a story of this place, and more particularly of the way its management is 

shared between the Australian state and the park’s traditional Aboriginal owners. 

I tell its complicated history in a way that seeks to explain how I found Kakadu 

and its shared management, usually called ‘joint management’, on my return. 

The ‘past’, then, seems clear enough: everything from the time when Kakadu 

was just an idea through to 2002. Yet the apparent clarity of what is ‘the past’ 

created for me some difficulties in defining what anthropologist Anna Lowenhaupt 

Tsing (1993) briefly problematised as ‘the ethnographic present’. As she notes, it 

is ‘tied to a conceptualisation of culture as a coherent and persistent whole’  

(1993:xiv). How does one deal with a clearly changing ‘culture’? My brief answer 

here is that the park underwent a number of significant changes between 1979 

and about 2000, but that it has ‘stabilised’ since then, and although there have 
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been a number of changes in the last decade or so, they do not seem to have 

seriously affected the social structures and practices that determine ‘what 

happens’ now. My material, largely derived from ‘being there’ between 2002 and 

2004 and later fieldwork (mostly in 2006), is thus applicable in 2009, as I 

complete this work. 

 

The choice to record what I knew, and what I wanted to find out, also involved 

the choice for the formality of academic discipline. Mistrustful of my own 

objectivity, but doubtful that the scientific discipline I knew and understood would 

provide adequate means to analyse what I had encountered, and would 

encounter again, I needed the guidance of a social scientist. Early in 2003, eight 

or nine months after I had begun managing the park again, my thoughts turned to 

formal enrolment in a doctoral program. I discussed the idea with a number of 

people during the remainder of that year, and am grateful for advice and 

encouragement from Professor Jon Altman, Dr Peter Carroll, Rob McKinnon, 

Peter McNab and Rev Dean Whittaker during this period. All of them continued to 

take an interest in my work, especially in the early stages of the formal project. 

 

In September 2003 an old colleague, Professor David Bowman, suggested that I 

might enrol at Charles Darwin University and introduced me to anthropologist 

Associate Professor Tess Lea, who subsequently agreed to become my principal 

supervisor. At this point I thank Professor Bowman and also Professor Syd Shea 

of the University of Notre Dame Australia, both of whom vouched for my capacity 

to undertake doctoral work when I formally applied for enrolment in February 

2004. My enrolment accepted just after completion of my two-year contract as 

park manager, I began work as a student in July after my return to Perth – 

immediately plunging into a hitherto unknown world inhabited by the ghosts of 

G.W.F. Hegel, Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber and so many other 

strangers known to me only by name, while completing the necessary survey of 

the literature of joint management.    
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I had specified to the university that I would need to live in Perth since most of 

our extended family was there, and my wife, Liz, and I had lived for so many 

years in other places. The university raised no objections to my proposed 

external status, and has continued to provide support through the Research 

Office and the University Library. Here I thank especially librarians Peta Kruse 

and Debbie Lewis for their unfailing attention to my requests for help. The 

academic staffs of the School for Social and Policy Research (SSPR) and School 

of Environmental Research (SER) were invariably welcoming. Early on, 

Professor Lesley Barclay (then of SSPR) and Dr Martin Young both took me 

under their wing while I was on campus between my periods of fieldwork. Dr Ute 

Eickelkamp and Associate Professor Gary Robinson of SSPR, and Associate 

Professor David Mearns of the School of Creative Arts and Humanities, later 

helped me with aspects of theoretical analysis. Associate Professor Pascal 

Tremblay, also of SSPR, helped me with preparation of economic analysis for a 

paper I delivered in 2008 and which I have incorporated into this thesis. 

 

 Living in Perth potentially threw up another academic challenge that was 

speedily resolved by David Trigger, Professor of Anthropology and Sociology at 

the University of Western Australia (UWA), who willingly acceded to Tess’ 

request that I might attend the weekly seminars held by his Discipline Group. 

These seminars, together with the tutelage of Tess, allowed me to gain a good 

working knowledge of anthropology, a discipline that I had followed as an 

interested outsider throughout my working life, but which now was to offer me so 

much more as an analytic tool than I had ever imagined possible. The seminars 

were also a gateway to other academic activities at UWA. The first of these was 

a Policy Studies Group led by Associate Professor Martin Forsey and organised 

by fellow doctoral student Leah Ciancio-Maund, both of whom welcomed me into 

the group. There were also continuing post graduate seminars at which 

experienced anthropologists led students through aspects of the discipline they 

would encounter in fieldwork and writing up; and a Thesis Writing Group that 

exposed us to the critique of other students and staff. I express here my gratitude 
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to the Post Graduate Student Coordinator, Cheryl Lange. Dr Lange’s kindness 

will always be remembered as she helped me find my feet in a new discipline.  

 

I am also grateful to other staff of UWA Anthropology and Sociology: Dr Greg 

Acciaioli, Professor Victoria Burbank, Dr Richard Davis, Dr Katie Galskin, Dr 

Debbie McDougall, Professor Bev McNamara, Dr Yasmine Masharbash (now at 

The University of Sydney), Professor Michael Pinches, Dr Myrna Tonkinson, and 

Emeritus Professor Bob Tonkinson. These people coached me through 

seminars, lent me books, and discussed particular areas of my work with me. In 

leading the Thesis Writing Group, Dr McDougall and Dr Masharbash were 

exposed to the worst of my early efforts. Although it eventually became the 

subject of hilarity, the ‘tough love’ they cultivated to steer me (and other students) 

through the early stages of writing up was almost always stinging and 

exhausting. It took a few days of thumb-sucking before I was brave enough to 

scrap what I had written and start again. Their untiring efforts to improve my work 

have been invaluable although, of course, the responsibility for its remaining 

shortcomings is mine alone. I also appreciate the critical reviews of particular 

chapters, in later stages of drafting, by Dr Acciaioli and Dr Burbank. Having 

access to both these people to review work on which they have internationally 

acknowledged expertise is a privilege that I value very much. It was also a 

privilege to be among such an impressive group of post graduate students. Of 

this group I particularly thank Marco Cuevas-Hewett, (now Dr) Michaela Evans, 

Catie Gressier, Mitch Low, and Taz Phillips for sharing ideas and making helpful 

suggestions about my work. Like the rest of the group, they will make great 

doctors. Finally for UWA, I thank Dr Julian Clifton of the university’s Institute for 

Regional Development, who advised me on the preparation of some of the maps 

and figures.      

 

I thank many others in the academy, scattered around Australia and in North 

America, who variously lent me books, gave me copies of their own theses, 

suggested references, and helped my thinking through particular themes. Here in 

xiii 
 



Perth they were Associate Professor Sue Moore at Murdoch University, and Dr 

Chris Birdsell-Jones and Dr Aileen Hoath at Curtin University of Technology. In 

Adelaide, Professor Peter Sutton of the South Australian Museum/University of 

Adelaide was always welcoming and prepared to discuss ideas and themes at 

length. Although I did not travel to Melbourne during the course of this project, 

University of Melbourne staff Dr Emma Kowal and Dr Lisa Palmer both provided 

me with copies of their own theses and, again, discussed themes and contributed 

suggestions. 

 

Staff of the Australian National University’s several anthropology-based schools 

and units were invariably helpful and engaging, at conferences, on my own visits 

to that university, and on their occasional visits to UWA. Professor Nicolas 

Peterson and Professor Francesca Merlan at the School of Archaeology and 

Anthropology were especially generous with their time and advice. Professor 

Peterson also made his own copies of relatively inaccessible documents readily 

available to me. I also acknowledge the help of Dr Ian Keen of the same school; 

Dr Sarah Holcombe, Dr Robert Levitus, and Dr Ben Smith, all then staff of the 

Centre for Aboriginal Economic Policy Research; Dr David Lawrence and Dr Alan 

Rumsey of the Research School of Pacific and Asian Studies; and Professor 

Deborah Bird Rose, then of the Fenner School of Environment and Society, and 

now at Macquarie University in Sydney. 

 

To these lists I must add a number of others whose wisdom and academic 

knowledge helped and inspired me along the way: Dr Sandra Pannell, consultant 

anthropologist, who kindly read through the whole first draft of the thesis; Catie 

Wilson and John Wilson, consultant anthropologists, now retired, living in Perth; 

Toni Bauman and Dr Patrick Sullivan of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander Studies in Canberra; (the late) Val Plumwood, courageous 

environmental philosopher; Dr Betty Meehan, a friend and constant source of 

encouragement to me since the early 1970s; Associate Professor Lesley Head of 

the University of Wollongong; Professor Gillian Cowlishaw of the University of 

xiv 
 



Technology Sydney, a generous and gracious supporter, often called on for 

advice; Dr John von Sturmer, now retired, who has taken a consistent interest 

throughout the life of the project; Dr Margaret Ayre of CSIRO Sustainable 

Ecosystems Division, Darwin; Professor Tania Murray Li of The University of 

Toronto, Canada; Professor Elizabeth Povinelli of Columbia University, whom I 

met while visiting New York in 2005 and again at Charles Darwin University in 

2007; Professor Michael Taussig, also at Columbia University in 2005; and 

Professor Kay Milton of Queen’s College, Belfast, UK, whom I met several times 

while she was in Australia. To all these, my sincere thanks.  

 
Interviewing took me to many different locations throughout Australia. The load of 

that task was considerably lightened by the generosity of the many friends and 

relatives who accommodated me, and often Liz as well: Sandra and Bruce 

Alcorn; Dianne, Andrew, and Will Blake; Peter Cooke; Barbara and (the late) 

Paul Ewens; Ros Farquhar and Frank van der Sommen; Dr Murray Garde; 

Lavinia and Michael Hill; Sue and Malcolm Johnson; Beth Loan; Kate Lucas and 

Greg Ryan; (the late) Lofty Nadjimirrek; Jane and Ted Radclyffe; Lesley and 

Morrie Stone; Sue and Rick Trezona; and Mary Jane Weld and Dan Gillespie. I 

thank them all for their generous support and encouragement and for their 

general interest in the project. 

 
The project would not have been possible without the informed commentaries 

and advice of the many people who were variously prepared to be interviewed, 

engage in general discussions, assist in making contacts, provide background 

material, lend me books, photographs, and grey literature, read and edit drafts, 

and offer their help and encouragement generally: Jessie Alderson; Judy 

Alderson; Phillip Alderson; Julian Barry; Kate Boyd; Professor Dick Braithwaite; 

Hon Sir Gerard Brennan; Dr Peter Bridgewater; Chris Burchett; Alex Carter; 

Craig Cawood; George Chaloupka; Hon Barry Cohen; Bessie Coleman; Peter 

Cooke; Matthew Cubillo; Russell Cubillo; Rohan Dalgleish; John de Koning; Don 

Elphick; Judy Fetherston; Michael Fetherston; Gerard French; Bruce Gall; Dr 

Murray Garde; Neville Gare; Dan Gillespie; Manfred Haala; Eddie Hardy; Dr 
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Mark Harvey; Michael Hill; June Hutchison; Ian Irvine; Geoff Kyle; David Lindner; 

Garry Lindner; Gareth Lewis; Thomas Lord; Dr Stuart McGill; Liam Marr; Yvonne 

Margarula; Glenn Meade; Greg Miles; Jane Moore; Debbie Morgan; Ian Morris; 

Mandy Muir; David Murray; Sharon Nadji; Justin O’Brien; Emeritus Professor 

Derrick Ovington; Elizabeth Peterson; David Phillips; Dr Pam Pink; Roger Pink; 

Dr Tony Press; Dr Lynda Prior; Patsy Ragala; Andy Ralph; Tim Richmond; Dr 

Michael Ridpath; Alec Rorrison; Dr Jeremy Russell-Smith; Greg Ryan; Ross 

Salau; Patrick Shaughnessy; Greg Spiers; Lyn Spiers; Dr Geoff Stead; Paul 

Stevenson; Hon John Toohey; Jo Vandermark; Andrew Wellings; Peter Wellings; 

Sylvia Wellings; John Whitehouse; Dean Wheldon; Ian White; Russell Willis; Rev 

Dr David Wood; and Bill Zammit. I hope all those interviewed will understand that 

I have been able to encompass only a fraction of what they told me, and that if 

ever they read what I have constructed they will better understand why that is so. 

 

My associate supervisors, Professor David Bowman (now Professor of Forest 

Ecology at the University of Tasmania) and Professor Stephen Dovers (now 

Director of the Fenner School of Environment and Society at the Australian 

National University) have been a constant source of helpful advice, and have 

maintained a keen interest in the project. I will never forget Professor Bowman’s 

steely resolve at a point, early in the project, when I was having difficulties in 

gaining access to field sites and was briefly tempted to give the game away. 

Professor Dovers did not join the supervision team until 2006, but I have valued 

his resourcefulness and wise counsel since I met him first late in 2004. I thank 

them both sincerely for the unfailing encouragement and help whenever I needed 

it. 

 

I consider myself fortunate that I accepted David Bowman’s invitation to come in 

to Darwin from Kakadu, one sultry day in October 2003, to hear Tess Lea 

speaking, and to meet her after the seminar. This is not to say that many of the 

fine anthropologists I have been privileged to meet over the years could not have 

been a suitable supervisor for my work, but in that talk Tess opened my eyes to 
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what anthropology could realise as a tool for critical enquiry into joint 

management. Her own doctoral work having been an examination of 

bureaucratic behaviour by the agents of the state, she seemed the ideal guide to 

help me navigate the vicissitudes of my topic. Through the next five years I have 

not been disappointed for a moment. She has known when to leave me alone, 

and when to push me hard into doing better work; when to encourage, and when 

to tell me that my writing was vacuous. Like Debbie and Yasmine at UWA, she 

set standards that I thought I was not capable of reaching. I had to get over her 

admonitions, see the point, and rewrite the passage. During these five years she 

has taken on more and more academic and administrative workload and 

responsibilities, and yet she has continued faithfully correcting my work, and 

been available when I needed to talk or correspond by email. In short, she has 

been the supervisor that many candidates only dream about.  

 

Any doctoral student will agree that their candidacy puts extraordinary stress on 

both themselves and their immediate family. For this reason I have the deepest 

admiration for candidates with young children, and I have been fortunate that my 

own children have now made their own way in the world. Yet it has been often 

been a lonely road for Liz who, especially during the last year, has wondered 

almost daily if my sitting at this computer will ever come to an end. She has had 

to do, on her own, many things that ‘normal’ married people do together, and 

there is an ever-lengthening list of domestic projects that have had to be deferred 

as the months have gone by. I reserve for her the greatest of all gratitude, above 

all the many others who have provided so much assistance, for without her 

patience and loving tolerance the experience would definitely not have been 

possible. I also say thanks to our children, Julia, Sarah, and Tim, and our son in 

law, Michael Tolj, for their interest, support, and occasional practical help in 

seeing this work through to its end.  

 

Finally, the existence of this work is entirely dependent on another existence: that 

of ‘the Kakadu mob’, my fellow subjects, the women and men who faithfully keep 
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the park going, navigating the contradictions around which their lives are 

arranged. I dedicate my labouring to them – some mentioned here by name, 

some not – and to the heroic steadfastness they have shown, show now, and will 

show in the future, as they battle against the odds of which I write. 
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Glossary 
 
 
ALP Australian Labor Party 
 
ANCA 

 
Australian Nature Conservation Agency, the new name 
for ANPWS, first formally adopted in the 1992-93 Annual 
Report, although informally used after 1990. The 
ANPWS remained in the legislation until officially 
abolished with the passage of the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999. 

 
ANPWS 

 
Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service, 
established under the national National Parks and 
Wildlife Conservation Act 1975. 

 
Australian 
Government 

 
The current official name for Australia’s central 
government. See national government. 

 
Balanda 

 
The Bininj Gun-wok word for white person, or white 
people. 

 
Bininj 

 
The Bininj Gun-wok word for male person, and Aboriginal 
people generally. 

 
Bininj Gun-wok 

 
A group of local mutually intelligible dialects of the same 
language spoken in Kakadu and western Arnhemland – 
including Gundjeihmi, Kunwinjku, and Kune. 

 
‘bush’ 

 
Following the Australian colloquialism used to denote 
‘the countryside in general, as opposed to the towns’ 
(The Macquarie Dictionary), the term is used here to 
denote Kakadu’s undisturbed natural land, as opposed to 
more developed areas like ranger stations.  

 
‘common discourse’ 

 
The dialogue that accompanies the daily actions of all 
the players as they enact the business of looking after 
Kakadu. 

 
DNP 

 
Director of National Parks, the office holder appointed 
under the EPBC Act responsible for the administration of 
national parks and other protected areas created by the 
national government. 

 
EPBC Act 

 
Australian Environment Protection and Biodiversity 
Conservation Act 1999. 
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‘Kakadu mob’ 

 
The coalition of traditional owners and other Aboriginal 
residents of Kakadu and resident white staff of the park 
service. 

 
Management plan 

 
A statutory requirement that requires the state and the 
Board of Management to set out the way in which the 
park will be managed. The current legislation, the EPBD 
Act, allows for its currency for seven years. In the original 
legislation, the National Parks and Wildlife Conservation 
Act 1975, it was called the plan of management and it 
was allowed to run for a maximum period of five years.  

 
Minister for the 
environment, or 
Environment minister  

 
The minister responsible for the park service, among 
other environmental issues. The actual titles have varied 
considerably through the park’s life. The environment 
portfolio was usually combined with other administrative 
areas. 

 
National government 

 
The central government located in Australia’s capital, 
Canberra. In recent decades it has had various official 
names, e.g. Australian Government; Commonwealth 
Government; and it is often referred to as the federal 
government. ‘National government’ is used throughout 
this work for consistency, except where a more specific 
term is necessary. 

 
NGO 

 
Non-government organisation 

 
NLC 

 
Northern Land Council, a statutory body established 
under the national Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern 
Territory) Act 1976 charged with representing the 
interests of the traditional owners in a major part of the 
NT. 

 
NT 

 
Northern Territory, a self-governing territory of Australia 
since 1978, with its own parliament. It is not an 
Australian state, and thus still subject to reserve powers 
of the national Parliament in Canberra. 

 
NTA 

 
Northern Territory Administration, the main national 
government instrumentality with responsibility for 
administration until 1972. It was replaced by successive 
national government departments until NT self-
government in 1978. 
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NTRB Northern Territory Reserves Board, a statutory authority 
within the then Northern Territory Public Service with 
responsibility for defined conservation areas until 
replaced by the Territory Parks and Wildlife Commission 
in 1977, as moves were being made in preparation for 
full self-government in the Northern Territory.  

 
PA 

 
Parks Australia, the official name of the division within 
the Australian Government’s department with 
responsibility for the environment (known by a 
succession of different official names). 

 
PAN 

 
Parks Australia North, the branch of Parks Australia with 
its head (called Assistant Secretary) located in Darwin 
and responsible for Kakadu, Uluru, Christmas Island and 
Pulu Keeling national parks and associated 
conservancies. 

 
Park service 

 
The generic term used to describe the national 
government’s parks administration during the life of 
Kakadu. 

 
RUEI 

 
Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry, commissioned 
by Labor Prime Minister Whitlam in 1975 in the final 
months of that government. It completed its work in the 
life of the conservative coalition government of Prime 
Minister Fraser and reported finally in 1977.  

 
‘separate group 
discourse’ 

 
Discourses that both Aboriginal and white groups create 
about each other. 

 
Top End 

 
A loosely used term, usually referring to the wet-dry 
tropics of the Northern Territory north of about 15ºS. 

 
Traditional Aboriginal 
Owner, referred to in 
this thesis as 
‘traditional owner’ 

‘A member of a local descent group of Aboriginals who 
have common spiritual affiliations to a site on the land, 
being affiliations that place the group under a primary 
spiritual responsibility for that site and for the land; and 
are entitled by Aboriginal tradition to forage as of right 
over that land.’ [Definition taken from the national 
Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976]. 
Throughout Kakadu and nearby western Arnhemland 
local descent groups are organised into patrifilial clans, 
known in Bininj gun-wok (a group of local languages) as 
gunmugugurr. 
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WHB World Heritage Bureau, the international organisation 

that decides on new applications for World Heritage 
status and on the status of existing World Heritage 
properties.  
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Chapter 1: 
 Actors and factors 

  





 

... If you are in the right place at the wrong time in the Northern Territory’s Top End, 

in the Australian wet-dry tropics, you can smell rotting flesh. Bacteria already in the 

gut of an animal get to work on the animal’s flesh immediately after it dies, breaking 

down proteins to create the sulphurous gases that are so unappealing to humans. The 

larger the animal, the bigger the stink. The Top End, that part of the NT that lies 

within about fifteen degrees of the equator, holds no monopoly on the smell of rotting 

flesh, but there is a lot of it here – especially if large exotic feral animals like Asian 

water buffaloes, cattle, pigs, and horses are about. The stench is all the stronger in the 

late months of the calendar year, the period that the Gundjeihmi people of Kakadu 

National Park call gunumeleng, when the first storms of the rainy season have come 

through the area, softening soils baked hard after months of drought, and initiating a 

new cycle of life. Temperatures in this period rarely fall below 25° C, and commonly 

reach well over 50° out in the open floodplains where many of these exotic animals live 

and die.  

 

In the second week of November 1989, gunumeleng time, the stench took on a heavier 

than usual significance for Kakadu, giving scent to a social drama many people 

regarded as pivotal in defining the nature of joint management, the partnership 

between this park’s traditional Aboriginal owners and the state, the object of enquiry 

here. Park rangers, working on a state sanctioned program to eradicate feral buffalo 

and cattle, shot some buffalo and horses regarded as pets by one group of traditional 

owners. The same traditional owners retaliated, explicitly and violently, in the 

following weeks and months, spurning what they viewed as inadequate remediation 

and apology from the officers of the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service. In 

so doing, their actions broke the seamless dominance of a nation state that had 

prevailed over the first ten years of this partnership; an inequality that several critics 

(e.g. Craig 1992:147; Strelein 1993) had argued  might destine traditional owners in 

joint management arrangements to everlasting domination by the state. Contradictions 

were exposed as the incident and its aftermath took hold in the imaginations of many 

of the people who lived and worked in this place, serving as a tripwire to many of the 
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unanswered questions that still hang over Kakadu. What is a national park? What kind 

of national park is Kakadu? Who are the traditional owners? What is joint 

management? What are the traditional owners’ rights and interests? Why was it 

necessary to apologise – and why were those apologies spurned? This thesis brings 

these questions into focus as I attempt to demystify the workings of joint management 

in Kakadu, and to explain why an understanding of the park’s social construction is 

essential to such demystification. 

 
Locating Kakadu 

Australia’s most famous national park, Kakadu is centred roughly 250 kilometres 

east of Darwin, the capital city of the Northern Territory (Figure 1.1). At just under 

20,000 square kilometres, it is also Australia’s largest, and one of the world’s 

great protected areas, places that have been recognised by nation states so that 

their values may be maintained in perpetuity. These values may be physical or 

biological; or expressed as the material culture of humans of the past and the 

present; or, as Kakadu exemplifies, a combination of all these. There are now 

well over 100,000 protected areas in the world, classified by the World 

Conservation Union into seven categories, according to their intended level of 

protection and use.1 The oldest, and best known, of these categories, ‘national 

park’, allows for recreational and tourism use of the land to the extent that these 

uses are judged not to impair its future values. Derived from a model based on 

the world’s first ‘official’ national park at Yellowstone in the United States, this 

general definition has been in use for more than a century (Eagles et al. 2002:5-

12; Stevens 1997c:13-19). 

 

Being a place of outstanding beauty, the habitat of huge and diverse wildlife 

populations that incorporate many rare and endangered species, a repository of 

tens of thousands of archaeological sites including remarkable examples of 

Aboriginal rock paintings, and a place in which Aboriginal people have lived 

continuously for over 40,000 years, Kakadu has been progressively inscribed on 
                                            
1 See http://www.wdpa.org/ (accessed 12 December 2009). 
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the World Heritage List.2 The listing of the first stage in 1980 was 

uncontroversial, but both mining interests and the Northern Territory Government 

strongly and famously contested the nomination of later stages in the late 1980s 

and early 1990s (see Aplin 2002; 2004). 

 
 
 

 
Figure 1.1: Location of Kakadu National Park within 
Australia. The internal markings denote road, mining, and 
special purpose excisions. (Maps: Google Imagery, 2009 
and UNEP/WCMC/IUCN). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                            
2 The World Heritage Convention, to which Australia became a signatory soon after its inception 
in the 1970s, allows for the nomination of properties on the basis of a number of natural and 
cultural criteria (KNP&DNP 2007:12). 
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Through its three decades it has been visited by millions of people, most of 

whom come between June and August when the weather is relatively cool – and 

when the smell of rotting flesh is not so much in evidence. Besides the reputation 

passed on by these visitors, Kakadu’s fame derives from many sources. Its first 

entry on to the national stage came in the 1970s when it became entwined in the 

controversial decision making processes about whether to mine uranium at 

Ranger, a deposit which the park now surrounds (Figure 1.2). It was in the 

spotlight again when a gold, platinum and palladium mineral complex at 

Coronation Hill in the South Alligator River Valley was considered for mining in 

the late 1980s and early 1990s; and again when uranium mining was approved 

at Jabiluka in the late 1990s. Each of these controversies was enmeshed in the 

debate surrounding World Heritage listing (see Aplin 2004; Lawrence 2000:222-

235). 

 

Kakadu is also famous for being the first national park (IUCN Category II) in the 

world to depart from the strict Yellowstone model, where the land is owned by the 

state. In Kakadu, the traditional Aboriginal owners, people who can claim rights 

and responsibilities for particular estates on the basis of legally interpreted 

Aboriginal custom, were granted ownership of the land on the condition that it 

was leased back to the state for the purposes of the national park.3 From this 

fundamental arrangement are derived the other important legal arrangements 

that govern joint management – the lease conditions, a board of management in 

which traditional owners or their chosen representatives constitute a majority, 

and regular consultation with traditional owners about day-to-day issues. 

 
                                            
3 The term ‘traditional Aboriginal owner’ (abbreviated throughout this thesis to ‘traditional owner’) 
was officially defined in the national Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 as: ‘A 
member of a local descent group of Aboriginals who have common spiritual affiliations to a site on 
the land, being affiliations that place the group under a primary spiritual responsibility for that site 
and for the land; and are entitled by Aboriginal tradition to forage as of right over that land.’ 
Throughout the eastern part of Kakadu and nearby western Arnhemland local descent groups are 
organised into patrifilial clans, known as gunmogurrgurr in Bininj Gun-wok, the local dialects - ‘a 
group of local mutually intelligible dialects of the same language’ (Evans 2003). 
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     Approx scale:     20km 
       I_____I 
 
Figure 1.2: Details of boundaries, key features, and relevant 
mining locations within Kakadu. The internal markings denote 
road, mining, and special purpose excisions. The heavily 
dissected sandstone sheet that covers western Arnhemland 
and extends into Kakadu can be seen extending from the lower 
right of the image. The park’s major river, the South Alligator, 
lies approximately midway between the eastern and western 
boundaries. Its catchment is almost completely encompassed 
within the park boundaries. (Map: Google Imagery, 2009 and 
UNEP/WCMC/IUCN). 
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The lease agreement for Kakadu is between the Northern Land Council4, a body 

set up to represent most traditional owners in the northern half of the NT and the 

Director of National Parks, an official of the national government’s bureaucracy 

based in Canberra. This formal agreement represents a broader engagement 

between the traditional owners and the state, meaning the national government 

and its bureaucracy, particularly those rangers and other bureau professionals5 

who are involved in the day-to-day life of the park. This agreement has itself 

been controversial. Initially signed contemporaneously with the setting up of self- 

government for the NT, it has been aggressively targeted by successive NT 

governments that believed the agreement, and joint management, should be 

vested in them, not the national government.  

 

All these complex and complicating forces were summed up by geographer Fay 

Gale (1985), relatively early in the park’s life: 
…Kakadu National Park opened in a blaze of publicity and has been forced to establish 
itself in a difficult political environment. In many ways it has become a buffer between 
miners, Aborigines and ecologists…(1985:4). 
 

Although these factors have waxed and waned in their importance, they all play a 

part in explaining how the park is the way it is after three decades of life, and how 

joint management works in this setting. By ‘works’, I mean how it operates as a 

lived interaction between people, politics and place. 

 

Despite the difficulties, and the complex and complicating factors that determine 

many aspects of the park’s existence, the park has been a success by many 

measures, as several outside commentators have acknowledged (e.g. Craig 

1992:145; de Lacy & Lawson 1997:173-180; Weaver 1991). Perhaps its most 
                                            
4 The Northern Land Council was established under the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern 
Territory) Act. A representative body of about eighty traditional owners, it has a staff of officials to 
assist it with policy, technical, and administrative issues. Most of its ‘front line’ staff are specialists 
such as anthropologists and legal officers, who have assisted in Kakadu issues over the years. 
The degree of its activity in Kakadu has depended on the needs and problems of the time. Since 
2003 it has located a field officer in the park, with both the park service and the NLC sharing the 
cost. 
5 I use this term in one of the senses introduced by anthropologist Tess Lea (2002; 2008) to 
describe professional officers of the bureaucracy who are ‘out there’, actively involved in the face-
to-face contact of cross-cultural programs (see 2002:6). 
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significant positive feature is that, after the experimental nature of its beginning, it 

has survived for these three decades. Within that broad canvas it has: remained 

in a relatively well-conserved state while being visited by millions of visitors6; 

contributed billions of Australian dollars to the economy of the Northern Territory; 

provided living space and traditional hunting and gathering rights for about three 

hundred traditional owners; carried out year-long ranger training for nearly thirty 

Aboriginal men and women; and employed over thirty Aboriginal people at any 

one time. Such employment generates over two million Australian dollars each 

year in the local Aboriginal economy, and engages Aboriginal people in what 

Aboriginal activist and lawyer Noel Pearson (2000) calls jobs in the ‘real 

economy’, rather than some kind of welfare or welfare substitute. One might 

argue, as I have elsewhere (Haynes 2008), that the Aboriginal share of revenue 

from tourism is inadequate but there is nevertheless potential for that share to 

increase. 

 

Critiques of joint management 

There have been numerous models and schemas for sharing of power between 

local indigenous people and the state used throughout the world (see e.g. 

Bauman & Smyth 2007; Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004; Galvin & Haller 2008; 

Orlove & Brush 1996; Persoon et al. 2003; Stevens 1986; 1997d; West et al. 

2006). These can be mapped out on a matrix that has sustainable development 

(conservation) on one axis and the degree of participation by indigenous people 

on the other (see Galvin & Haller 2008:24), where it is suggested that the 

maximisation of both objectives can be attained. Within Australia, the schema 

held up for many years to be the most capable of delivering that most desirable 

‘win-win’ result is called the Kakadu-Uluru Model, which features the ingredients 

                                            
6 Arguably the greatest damage to the park’s conservation status has occurred since 2001 with 
the invasion of South American Cane Toads. Since the late 1960s these toads spread westwards 
from the Queensland cane-fields, to which they were introduced in the 1930s, eventually reaching 
the southern parts of Kakadu in 2001 and spreading through most of the park by 2005. 
Populations of several vertebrate species are thought to have become extinct in the park during 
that time, and others are threatened (see Shine 2007). The toads have large parotid glands (at 
the back of their necks) containing toxins that kill animals that are not resistant. 
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of land ownership by the local indigenous groups, lease back to the state for the 

purposes of a national park (or other conservation area), and a board of 

management (see e.g. Blowes 1992; de Lacy & Lawson 1997; Smyth 2001; 

Wellings 2007; Woenne-Green et al. c 1994).7  

 

Critique of the Kakadu arrangements began early in the park’s life, in the decade 

when there was no board of management, and when Aboriginal interests were 

taken into account largely through informal discussions with traditional owners in 

the field. In those days, too, the lease conditions only required the park service to 

ascertain traditional owners’ wishes through the vicarious agency of the Northern 

Land Council (NLC and Director of National Parks and Wildlife 1978), although it 

needs noting that the park service did much more than what was required. This 

critique alternated between claim and counter claim about inclusion and 

exclusion until about the mid 1990s. For their part, the park service and its senior 

officers modestly argued that, whilst this form of management was experimental, 

it appeared to be working well, largely on the basis of the goodwill established 

between the traditional owners and the white rangers and other staff, and 

delivery of programs such as training and construction of new housing (e.g. 

ANPWS 1980a:3; ANPWS 1983:11; Hill 1983; Hill 1985). This argument was 

broadly accepted by social scientist observers appointed by the national 

government to monitor the social impact of the uranium mining, the Social impact 

of uranium mining study group8 (AIAS 1984:174-175; Tatz 1982:155), and 

Canadian anthropologist, Sally Weaver (1991), who did substantial field work in 

the park between 1983 and 1985.  Weaver was later to note: 

                                            
7 During the last decade another schema, known as ‘indigenous protected areas’, has also been 
developed to assist conservation measures on lands that are Aboriginal-owned, or reserved for 
Aboriginal use. These are not complicated by prior use as national parks or other protected areas 
and generally provide traditional owners with more flexibility and control than those under joint 
management arrangements. They are, however, less well funded and therefore provide less 
employment than Kakadu, for example. 
8 Many of Australia’s contemporary senior anthropologists served on the steering committee for 
this project. Most of its published reports and papers were written by its chair, political scientist 
Colin Tatz, and its project officers, anthropologist John von Sturmer and sociologist Sue 
Kesteven.   
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Generally…relations between park staff and the Aboriginal residents were exceedingly 
positive. Consultation occurred on a daily, informal basis, and the park staff did accede to 
the wishes of the owners…(1991:320). 
 

 

These writers were nevertheless critical of many aspects of the park service’s 

position, notably: 

(1) absence of any official avenue (such as an official board of 

management) for the traditional owner voice to be heard, and its 

corollary, over-reliance on the fidelity of the park officers to implement 

Aboriginal wishes (AIAS 1984:230-231; Tatz 1982:154-155, 176; 

Weaver 1991:320, 323); 

(2) centralised control of the park service by the head office in Canberra 

(Weaver 1991:320); 

(3) the park’s first management plan conflating Aboriginal interests with 

those of the park service (Tatz 1982:154); 

(4) a constructed pretence, or naïveté, about the certain effect of the 

growing numbers of park visitors on Aboriginal lifestyles and morale 

(von Sturmer 1982:85; 1984:61-62; Weaver 1991:324-325). 

NT Government conservation officers, Mike Butler and Chip Morgan (1986), 

echoed these criticisms in an under-recognised paper that was among the first to 

note the importance of paying attention to differences of view between 

conservation organisations and traditional owners.  

 

As Gale (1985) had noted, Kakadu was established in a difficult political 

environment, and many of the aspects of which these writers were critical could 

not be changed by the park service itself. For example, when the Northern Land 

Council wanted to negotiate for a park board during the initial negotiations in 

1978, the national government itself specifically refused the idea. Senior park 

service officers were not in a position to be public advocates of an idea that had 

been so specifically rejected only two years earlier. Nevertheless, calls for a 

board grew steadily louder, notably in the political activism surrounding the land 

claim to Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park in the early 1980s. A change in the 
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national government led to the provision of boards at both parks, first 

implemented at Uluru in 1985 and later at Kakadu in 1989, and so one of the 

main planks of earlier criticism was no longer an issue. Considerable notice was 

taken of Weaver’s early 1980s field work, to which some people had early access 

as an informal seminar paper but, as parks senior officers Michael Hill and Tony 

Press (1994a; 1994b) noted, it was outdated by the time it was formally 

published in 1991. Hill and Press were rather dismissive of Weaver’s critique for 

its lack of currency, but went further, labelling it as ‘narrow’, and ‘structuralist’, 

meaning that she failed to pay sufficient attention to the informal discursive 

mechanisms established in the park’s early days (1994b:156). Countering 

Weaver, they continued to insist that the selection of the white staff was 

paramount, a core argument of the park service from the early days. Yet, they 

also admitted differences of view, and corresponding tensions, between the white 

park service staff and traditional owners. For the first time we see some 

recognition of problem areas: management of feral animals (including specific 

mention of the 1989 pet shooting incident), archaeological sites, resource 

allocation, and weeds management (1994b:149-151). 

 

The late 1980s and early 1990s saw a significant increase in published work that 

drew attention to differences in the ways in which Aboriginal and white people 

perceived, learnt about, and used the environment (e.g. Head 1989; Hiatt & 

Jones 1988; Jones 1991; Sackett 1991). Further examples of difference started 

to emerge over a range of particular environmental issues: how landscape fire is 

conceived and managed (e.g. Braithwaite & Roberts 1995; Levitus 2005b; Lewis 

1989; Verran 2002); how feral animals are viewed (e.g. deKoninck 2005; 

Robinson et al. 2005; Smith 2003); and how the landscape and its resources are 

thought about and used (e.g. Palmer 2004a; 2004b; Rose 1996; Yapp 1989). 

The differences of view extend to how concepts of ‘law’, ‘policy’, ‘planning’ and 

‘management’ are used differently by Aborigines and whites, as lawyer Harriet 

Ketley (1994) tells us. 
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In a long paper that develops the ‘recognition of difference’ theme, Ketley 

includes a discussion of how these very differences make it difficult to create 

enforceable legal models (1994:139-153). Thus, despite all the legal safeguards 

of the Kakadu-Uluru model with its Aboriginal land ownership, lease, board, and 

other mechanisms, this model appears not to provide any guarantee of 

satisfaction for the parties involved. As academic lawyer Maureen Tehan (1997) 

tacitly admits in her extensive review of joint management legal arrangements: 
While Tjamiwa may have identified the key elements in workable environment co-
management arrangements from an Indigenous point of view, these elements are yet to 
be enshrined in a meaningful and enforceable way in post Mabo legal regimes of the 
settler legal system…(1997:129).9 
 

This admission has been substantiated in published examples of breakdowns 

and difficulties in boards of management themselves: anthropologist David 

Foster’s (1997) account of Gurig National Park, where there were clear 

differences of view about how that board should work (1997:13-15); and lawyer 

Trevor Power’s account of how the Uluru Board became ineffective (2002:292) 

and how ‘an atmosphere of distrust’ (2002:291) prevailed in that national park.  

 

Ketley makes the key point that the so often adumbrated differences between 

Aboriginal and white approaches to joint management must be recognised, and 

addressed. Her views resonate with those put forward by the Social impact of 

uranium mining study group in its 1980 submission on the first draft management 

plan: 

…the plan tends to equate park interests with Aboriginal interests. This assumption is 
unjustified. Unless there is a very clear recognition of the areas of overlap and the areas 
of difference in parks [sic] interests and Aboriginal interests, and these limitations are 
clearly built into management proposals, then one can only predict severe conflicts both 
in the short and in the long term…(quoted in Butler & Morgan 1986:2). 
 

And they resonate also with David Lawrence’s (2000) more recent words: ‘The 

very conflicts that have been so instrumental in shaping the political history of 

                                            
9 Aboriginal leader (Tony) Tjamiwa was extensively involved in the negotiations to claim Uluru 
and lease it back to the state, thus becoming an iconic figure in the Indigenous struggle for land in 
the 1980s and 1990s. Another Indigenous leader, from one of the Torres Strait Islands, Eddie 
Mabo, gave his name to the case in the High Court of Australia that led to recognition of potential 
native title to all unalienated land in Australia. 
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Kakadu have helped shape the nature of joint management in the park’ 

(2000:262).  

 

With Lawrence, Ketley, Butler and Morgan, and the Social impact of uranium 

mining study group, I argue that it is the very ‘failures’ or ‘breakdowns’ in legal 

and administrative arrangements that offer telling evidence about how joint 

management actually works (and can arguably work better). I am not referring so 

much to the literature of displacement that dominates some recent reviews (e.g. 

West et al. 2006) and to the older polemical reviews that analysed idealised 

structures and normative models – but to ethnographically informed analyses of 

the complicated interactions between the state and people actually living in 

protected areas under some form of agreement (e.g. Acciaioli 2008a; 2008b; 

Bauman 2007; Li 2000; 2007:132-155; Nadasdy 2003; Nietchmann 1997; Palmer 

2001; Pannell 2006; Stevens 1997b:80-85). As the editors of a set of papers in 

the Canadian journal, Anthropologica, anthropologists Joseph Spaeder and 

Harvey Feit (2005) argue: 
…analytic attention has tended to focus [until just over a decade ago with the set of 
papers in Stevens (1997a)] narrowly on the formal agreements that simply outline the 
structure of co-management systems. This [hitherto] trend has had the effect of limiting 
the analysis of these regimes to their political and legal frameworks…(2005:148). 
 

Or as another anthropologist, Paul Nadasdy – a pioneer of the critical analysis of 

joint management with his 2003 monograph on Kluane National Park in Canada 

– put it more bluntly: ‘anthropologists and other scholars … [had] generally failed 

to engage in much critical analysis’ (2005:215) . Derived from long periods of 

work with the actors, in diverse settings in Latin America, Asia, North America 

and Australia, the anthropologists and social geographers of this emerging 

literature are more recently telling us about practice in jointly managed protected 

areas. They speak not only of resistance, disruption and failure, but also of 

strongly controlling but never total hegemonies (c.f Ortner 2006:7); of peaceful 

co-existence, and even something approaching the ideal – a high degree of 

satisfaction for both joint management partners (Haller & Galvin 2008).  
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Practice theory and the balance of power   

Throughout this thesis, by ‘practice’ I mean not just ‘what is happening’ but as 

anthropologist Sherry Ortner (1984:149-150; 1989:11-12) defines it ‘…what is 

happening in the context of asymmetry, unequal power relations, and 

domination’. I argue that almost everything that happens in joint management in 

Kakadu needs to be viewed as ‘practice’ in this sense. The periodic 

demonstrations of power, like the violence of the pet shootings and 

countervailing actions by a group of traditional owners, are punctuation marks in 

long periods of routine where neither one side nor the other has a permanent 

upper hand. Indeed, at such times power may not be especially noticeable, and 

other aspects of the human condition – empathy, friendship, suffering and so on 

– are much more to the fore, as I remark at particular points in this thesis. At 

other times each side might have an upper hand simultaneously, but in different 

domains and over different issues. In Anthropology and social theory (2006:6-7), 

Ortner considers how other social theorists – Michel Foucault (e.g. 1976), 

Raymond Williams (e.g. 1977), and James Scott (e.g. 1985) – view asymmetric 

power relations. She argues that they ‘…can be placed along a spectrum that is 

defined by one of the central problematics of studies of power: the question of 

the pervasiveness or invasiveness of power’ (Ortner 2006:6). Foucault, she 

argues, sees power as ubiquitous, and psychologically deeply invasive. She 

places Scott on the other end of the spectrum, as he argues that power is much 

more commonly resisted and ‘…much less mentally invasive than others have 

argued’. Williams, she says, takes a theoretical position that lies somewhere 

between the others: ‘…seeing actors as to some degree in the grip of 

“hegemonies,” but picking up Gramsci’s argument to the effect that hegemonies 

are never total and absolute…’ (Ortner 2006:6; c.f. Williams 1977:108-114).  

 

Although Ortner sees all three perspectives as useful for particular purposes and 

has used them all in one context or another (e.g. 1984; 1989; 1995; 1999a; 

1999b; 2003; 2006), she has found Williams’ ‘partial hegemony’ idea the most 

useful overall. This is possibly the analytic position I would take when viewing 
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practice in Kakadu over the whole of its three decades of life, but as we have 

already seen in the brief description of the pet shooting, a spectacle to which we 

shall return in Chapter 7, there are notable examples of overt resistance, and 

there are also examples of the covert resistance that historian Eugene Genovese 

(e.g. 1975a; 1975b), and later Scott (1985; 1986) and others (e.g. Fegan 1986; 

Kirkvliet 1986; White 1986), made famous – footdragging, pilfering, dissimulation, 

and so on. At the other end of Ortner’s spectrum we see particular examples of 

state invasiveness and pervasiveness from which most traditional owners have 

only limited means of escape, especially if they live on their own land. Take just 

the idea of World Heritage. It is always ‘there’ as a big stick for the state to use, 

adding considerable weight to the Foucault-inspired concept of ‘environmentality’ 

of which political scientist Arun Agrawal (e.g. 2005a:162-167; 2005b:7) writes.10 

Even the Board of Management makes resistance to itself impossible by 

adopting a position of secrecy, accruing powers to itself in ways that are resented 

by those traditional owners and white staff excluded from its machinations, as I 

discuss in Chapter 3. Thus there have been times, and particular issues, where 

one or other of these three theoretical perspectives is appropriate in the analysis.  

 

Ortner, and earlier practice theorists like Pierre Bourdieu (whose Outline of a 

theory of practice (1977) Ortner herself regards as the seminal work on practice 

theory), Anthony Giddens (1979), and Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann 

(1966), see practice as the connection between the agency of individuals or 

groups of individuals and structure.11 In the sense of practice theory, ‘structure’ 

                                            
10 Contradicting this, one traditional owner, Yvonne Margarula, notoriously (and effectively) used 
Kakadu’s World Heritage status to garner wide support for her campaign to stop the state 
permitting uranium mining at Jabiluka, as I discuss in Chapter 2. Nevertheless World Heritage (as 
well as national park status) constrains what traditional owners themselves want to do on their 
land, and many of them worry about this constraint a great deal.  
11 First published in 1966, Berger and Luckmann’s The social construction of reality may perhaps 
be regarded as ‘proto’ practice theory, yet their ideas have strongly influenced Ortner, 
supplementing the more ‘static’ positioning of Bourdieu with the possibilities of structural change 
and dynamism (Seidman 1998:127-130). 
Much earlier still, Gregory Bateson (1936:175-197) expounded on the dynamics of social change 
through what he called schismogenesis. As anthropologist Adam Kuper points out in the preface 
to a later set of Bateson’s essays (1973:9-16), the ideas of this natural scientist turned 
anthropologist were largely ignored when they were first published, and only more recently have 
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means those ‘rules’ or conventions, usually informally created, that govern what 

is done and not done in particular situations or circumstances. It is structure that 

creates boundaries and determines how actors behave, constraining and 

permitting agency, thus reproducing itself. As Bourdieu says: ‘…structured 

structures [are] predisposed to function as structuring structures…’ (1977:72). 

Yet, through the medium of practice, agency can change structure, just as 

structure (usually) constrains agency. Where there is hegemony (albeit never 

complete), structure will reproduce itself; but where resistance is overt (especially 

where it is violent), practice will change structure permanently – as happened 

after the 1989 shootings in Kakadu. Structure and practice are always linked, 

here as everywhere else.  

 

The chronology of changing structure adds the fourth element to the triad of 

agency, practice, and structure – history. As Ortner notes in New Jersey 

dreaming (2003:7-8), history is complicated, polyvalent and expressed in many 

scales. For instance, during the park’s three decades, there have been the ‘big 

histories’ of world events (such as the 1989 collapse of the Soviet Bloc and the 

2001 attack on the New York Twin Towers) that are important, but 

psychologically (as well as physically) distant as far as Kakadu actors are 

concerned. Then there have been major transformative social histories, such as 

the increasing feminisation of the workforce and the trend towards Westerners 

marrying later. Both these social transformations have affected Kakadu, much as 

they have affected other workplaces. Yet I see them as being less important in 

explaining the transformations of practice in Kakadu than the last two kinds of 

history: changes in government and the policy changes they bring about (which I 

discuss in Chapter 2); and histories generated by key local events, like the 1989 

shootings and the retaliation by traditional owners. Whilst we will see that these 

events were part of broader changes afoot (the death of an important traditional 

owner, loss of some key senior officers, and a general sense of resentment by 

                                                                                                                                  
they received some of the recognition that might have been earlier afforded. Although less 
interested than Ortner in structural change, Bourdieu (1977:231) himself acknowledged Bateson’s 
insights into the limits of functionalist analysis.   
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traditional owners about the way the state had effectively come to dominate 

them, for instance), they had a more immediate and far-reaching impact on 

structure and, in turn, on practice, than any other in the park’s life. 

 

As Ortner frequently acknowledges, it was Bourdieu who crystallised practice 

theory, and in so doing provided a theoretical vehicle that allowed the explication 

of ‘culture change’, so long recognised by anthropologists working among 

traditional groups (e.g. Bateson 1936; Rosaldo 1989b; Turner 1974). Whilst his 

Outline of a theory of practice recognised the fact that agency could alter 

structure, Bourdieu’s overall view of such possibility was conservative (Acciaioli 

1981:44-45; de Certeau 1984:54-58; Jenkins 1992:27-28; Webb et al. 2002:58-

59). Although others had mooted the idea before her, Ortner identified the 

dimension of history – created by the interaction of agency and structure in 

practice but, in turn, creating the other three. It facilitates the diachronic 

anthropology of Kakadu presented here, helping us to understand how structures 

have come and gone, how some practices have changed while others have not, 

and how people behave as they do.  

 

Actors and structures 

This project came into being as a result of my having gone back to Kakadu as 

Park Manager. I say ‘gone back’ because I had been responsible for the park, in 

one capacity or another, from before its actual declaration in 1979 until 1985, 

when I became Director of National Parks in Western Australia. A few years after 

I took early retirement from the Western Australian position, the opportunity to 

return to the park I had helped get under way came up, and I started work on a 

two-year contract in April 2002. Within a few weeks I found myself disorientated 

and confused. What I found contrasted with the image of unity and equanimity 

between all the park people that I thought I had seen less than a year earlier, 

when I had been present at a big celebration dedicated to the life of one of the 
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park’s original traditional owners, Big Bill Neidjie.12 I should probably not have 

been as disoriented as I found myself to be. A few weeks before taking up duty I 

spent a week in the park, during which time Steve Szabo, the acting manager, 

foreshadowed what I was to encounter during one of our briefing sessions: 
Mate, I’m glad it’s you who is taking this over. The park needs someone who has your 
experience and feel for the people… As I’m going to say when I leave, ‘you are a group 
of very nice and capable people …but try being kind to each other a bit more’… It would 
be good if they [the other actors] just stopped beating each other up…13 
  

 

I met almost all traditional owners, park rangers and other staff within a few 

weeks of arriving, spending time talking about how they saw their part in the 

park’s life. They were good-natured and welcoming, but I was soon immersed in 

a tangled mass of other people’s agendas, devised out of issues they vowed had 

been waiting to be resolved (hopefully in their favour, of course) for a long time. 

These issues included: unresolved claims to traditional ownership; jockeying for 

staff selection by traditional owners not already employed; members of staff (both 

Aboriginal and white) seeking promotion; quarrels between individuals; and 

Aboriginal associations seeking priority for contracts. A newly arrived manager 

should expect to be subject to such lobbying, but the scale was beyond what I 

thought could be reasonably anticipated. The complaints were almost always 

accompanied by commentaries about how joint management had not delivered, 

and was not delivering, for their interests – and how most people considered the 
                                            
12 I had known Bill since I met him first as a young forestry officer at Mount Norris Bay, about 
eighty kilometres north of Kakadu’s northern boundary, in 1971. He was camped there with his 
family for several months, later working at nearby Murgenella Forestry Station until returning to 
the land of his own gunmogurrgurr (patriclan) just after Kakadu was declared. He became one of 
Kakadu’s famous figures, featuring in films and his own book (Neidjie et al. 1985). 
My impression of unity and equanimity on this occasion was shared by the architect of Aboriginal 
land rights in the NT, Justice Sir Edward Woodward, who was one of the guests of honour on that 
day. In his autobiography Woodward (2005:152) considered the occasion to be a success and 
gained the impression that joint management was ‘apparently going well’.  
13 Diary note, 25 February 2002 – emphasis mine. Steve and I had known each other since 1985, 
when he was appointed as training officer for Aboriginal rangers in the Pilbara region of Western 
Australia. We maintained contact after he returned to his job in Canberra. Early in 2004 I phoned 
to ask him whether I might explore his comments of that week as part of the interview program for 
this thesis. He agreed enthusiastically, but only a few months later he was diagnosed with lung 
cancer and died that August. His contribution to my work would have been valuable but this is a 
trifling inconvenience compared to the loss of a likeable, perceptive and intelligent man who, only 
in his forties, had contributed much to mediating between Aboriginal people and the majority 
population in many parts of Australia. 
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park to be no longer the place it once was. Many were also quick to blame other 

individuals for the manifest deterioration being claimed. 

 

There was no easily identifiable patterning into consistent groups of ‘interests’. 

Instead, I found allegiances changing according to the purpose, place or time. It 

seemed as if it was everyone for him/herself, commonality identifiable only in the 

blaming, nostalgia and methods being used – the tactical manoeuvres to gain 

advantage over others. Whilst the tactics revolved around me as a new park 

manager right then, as time went by I could see them everywhere. In The 

practice of everyday life, sociologist Michel de Certeau (1984:29-30) calls such 

tactics ‘making do’ in the absence of unifying strategy or policy. There actually 

was park policy, in various forms that cascaded down from the park’s 

management plan and other instruments, but it seemed to have nothing to do 

with the behaviour I was witnessing.14 Kakadu’s universe appeared to be 

dominated by atomised agents, with structure amounting to, at best, what 

anthropologist Renato Rosaldo (1989a:94) calls ‘loosely tied bundles of informal 

practices’. 

 

As I now read anthropologist Franca Tamisari’s (2006) account of beginning field 

work in Arnhemland in the 1990s, and the disorientation she felt at the time, it is 

arguable that disorientation and confusion are hallmarks of all early field work. As 

Malinowski notes of his own ethnography, field work for him entailed months of 

sitting around noting irrelevant detail before the central organising feature of the 

Trobriand Islanders’ society was revealed (1922:5). Like Tamisari decades later, 

all he could do in the meantime was to watch what actors were doing and saying, 

in the hope of eventually finding structure (c.f. Malinowski 1967). I was at Kakadu 

as a manager, not as an anthropologist, but in retrospect I was sharing that same 

confusion and disorientation, possibly made more so by the assertive 

individuality of most actors around me. Perhaps I was even more confused by 

                                            
14 These disconnections seemed to substantiate anthropologist David Mosse’s (2005:14) 
argument that ‘…policy primarily functions to mobilise and maintain political support, that is to 
legitimise rather than to orientate practice’. 
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another masking structure at work, namely the anti-racist policies pursued by the 

park service: Aboriginal and white staff had access to the same quality of 

housing, had equal working conditions appropriate to the tasks being performed, 

were paid according to their level in the park service hierarchy, went to the same 

meetings, and so on. In many ways these policies served (and still serve) to unify 

the staff, but they also paste over the very differences that had been pointed out 

by outside critics down through the years. After all, the jointness of joint 

management is constructed out of the ‘joining’ of two separate groups of people, 

traditional Aboriginal owners and white officers of the state, who are different 

from each other in race, history and ‘culture’.  

 

As Agrawal and Gibson (2001) note, we should not be surprised at patterns of 

difference: 
A growing number of studies that explore natural resource management at the local level 
do not find communities comprising just one group of individuals who possess similar 
endowments or goals. Instead, they find many subgroups, and within subgroups they find 
individuals with varying preferences for resource use and distribution…Recognizing and 
working with the multiplicity of actors and interests is crucial for those advocating 
community-based programs. Such recognition indicates that empowering local actors to 
use and manage their natural resources is more than the decentralization of authority 
over natural resources from the central government to “a” community. The more 
challenging task is to understand patterns of difference within communities…(2001:13). 
 

The white group, rangers and more senior bureaucrats, are actors by force of the 

state’s involvement through the creation of the park. A subset of the white 

population at large, they are generally tertiary-educated, born and raised in 

southern Australia and, like many whites who go to work among Aboriginal 

people, tend to be liberal-thinking, left-leaning, and what anthropologist Emma 

Kowal (2006) calls ‘anti-racist’. The Aboriginal group is generally less well 

educated, much less wealthy, and bound to the domain of the park and its 

surrounds. Relocating rarely, most of them have intricate knowledge of the area 

to which they now have powerful legal rights, by way of the land rights legislation. 

Not all are traditional owners, but most have subsidiary rights derived from 

traditional use of the land. Only a few, about ten per cent, of their number are 

traditional owners, but most Aboriginal rangers are connected to the park by 

blood relationships.  

20 
 



 

This work is not supposed to be a complete ethnography or ethno-history of the 

lives of either group, but the park’s Aboriginal people will be sufficiently unfamiliar 

to many readers to warrant a brief description here. At time of first contact with 

whites it is estimated there were about two thousand people inhabiting the area 

of the park. They were organised into groups associated with particular parcels of 

land (estates), with those in roughly the eastern half of the park belonging to one 

patrifilial clan or another (see e.g. Berndt & Berndt 1970; Harvey 2002). These 

clans were also associated with one of about a dozen languages originally 

spoken around Kakadu, although most people were multi-lingual. In the western 

half of the park, land ownership is associated more broadly with language units 

(Toohey 1981:9-10). Land ownership did not, however, constrain movement of 

individuals, binding them physically to their patri-estate. According to Brockwell et 

al. (2001) seasonal changes saw routine movement of groups as they sought to 

exploit the food resources and join together for ceremonial life. As well, 

individuals often moved from one estate to another as their life circumstances 

changed (marriage or death of a parent for instance).  

 

As we will see in more detail in Chapter 2, the people suffered major disruptions 

and population decline, most notably around the latter part of the nineteenth and 

the early twentieth centuries (see e.g. Keen 1980:34-37; Levitus 1982; 1995:83-

87). Easily adapting customary patterns of movement they ranged well away 

from their traditional estates, often attracted to the goods and services offered by 

white settlement. By the early 1970s traditional owners were scattered over a 

radius of about 150 kilometres from the centre of the park, with only a few family 

groups – mostly those whose leaders had managed to find work in the area – 

remaining within it. The creation of Kakadu was a major stimulus to repatriation 

of most of the diaspora. Thus, in one sense their current circumstances, and 

those of their descendants, are an important historical consequence of the park’s 

creation. Thus also, their current lives are framed by how the park is 

administered – and how they react to that administration. Nevertheless they 
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retain many of the value sets of their forbears: attachment to the land, a 

phenomenon that even those who spent long periods away never forgot as a 

mark of identity; a fierce loyalty to their close relatives; and hunting, gathering 

and eating the traditional foods of their land. As well, although very little 

traditional ceremony is still enacted within the park itself, many people have been 

inducted into some ceremonial life of nearby Arnhemland and regard this, and 

the belief systems it promulgates (including the significance of sacred sites and 

associated creation beings), as a central marker of identity (see Levitus 1995:37-

43); and although most traditional languages are no longer spoken routinely they 

have been replaced by a local Kriol English that serves as a new form of identity 

marker. 

 

Distinguished by histories of difference, there is also the differentiation of race 

itself, one that emerges periodically throughout this thesis. As many traditional 

owners told me in the early 1980s, they were used to being called, and used to 

calling themselves, blackfellas (c.f. Cowlishaw 1999; 2004). Defined and self-

defining in terms given by the more powerful, colonising and, in many different 

ways, often-racist, white population, they are always living out anthropologist 

Francesca Merlan’s (1998:150) argument: ’Representations of Aboriginality as 

made most powerfully by others come to affect who and what Aborigines 

consider themselves to be’. These days, traditional owners are well known and 

shown respect around the park itself, but as soon as they are in an unknown 

place (like Darwin) they are essentialised, and, as anthropologist John Morton 

(1998) puts it, essentially opposed; exposed to the taunts, slights, and 

sometimes outright hostility of an unsympathetic and unknowing population at 

large (c.f. Williams 1991:44-51). 

  

Yet, all the actors – traditional owners, those entitled to use the park by tradition, 

other Aboriginal residents, and Aboriginal rangers for the one part, and white 

rangers and the more senior white bureaucrats for the other– are involved in the 

same endeavour, bound together in the one joint enterprise. Plagiarising 
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anthropologist Bob Tonkinson’s (1974) The Jigalong mob, I call these people, 

‘the Kakadu mob’ – a unified group, but one also divided along the essential lines 

of Aboriginality and whiteness.15 In many senses they are all ‘environmental 

subjects’ (c.f. Agrawal 2005a:162-167; 2005b:7), people whose lives are more 

influenced by the requirements of environmental care than most others, and who 

have that World Heritage Listing always lurking in the background.16 Because of 

Kakadu’s status they have no choice but to be constantly concerned with 

environmental care, although each group has different ideas of what 

environmental care means. Moreover, they are subjected to environmental forces 

much more than average Westerners, not just the torrid and enervating climate in 

which they all live, but also the social structures that are produced and 

reproduced through living in this world famous conservation icon.     

 

My argument is that joint management is defined by contradiction. It is at once a 

single entity and a divided house, always the site of ‘a ceaseless battle’ (Holquist 

1981:xviii), constantly renewing itself, and sometimes undergoing major change. 

It is pulled together, coalesced, by what I call centripetal forces, and pulled apart 

by opposite, centrifugal action. Borrowed from the field of physics, where they 

are used to define gravity and anti-gravitational forces, these terms have been 

used occasionally in the social sciences, for example by linguist Mikhail Bakhtin 

(1981) to describe ongoing tension between the maintenance of linguistic form 

                                            
15 Also published under the title Aboriginal victors of the desert crusade. 
The definition, Kakadu mob, that I use here is not one normally used to refer to all the Kakadu 
actors as one group, and so, although I have heard it used to refer to white Kakadu rangers by 
rangers in other parks, and to refer to Kakadu traditional owners by traditional owners in nearby 
Arnhemland, I think this is an original use of the phrase.  
16 The term was originally devised by anthropologist Arun Agrawal to describe his own subjects of 
study in the Kumaon region in the Himalayan foothills of India. Adopting Foucault’s concept of 
governmentality (specifically from 1975; 1979), Agrawal argues that environmental subjects are a 
consequence of the Indian state’s (and the earlier British colonial state’s) efforts to manage the 
forests of the region. The demands of local communities to produce ‘better’ forest management 
than the state, through locally generated practical action, are nevertheless a response to the 
state’s unending quest for management – in such a way that the state has achieved hegemony 
over its subjects. They are forced to make practical moves to protect the environment. As 
Agrawal (2005a:161) notes, governmentality does not preclude covert resistance by individuals or 
groups (see e.g. Scott 1986:6), or outright defiance, but it expresses how the state has a powerful 
hand in subject positionality. 
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and the individual’s use of language.17 I see centripetality and centrifugality as 

the dominant structural influences shaping joint management, pushing and 

pulling the actors in contradictory, conflicting and convergent directions. Thus, 

over the history of the last thirty years there has been rampant separateness at 

times, and at other times it has been hard to determine whether there was any 

such thing.   

 

The problem of the state 

That the park lease is a matter between the Director and the land trusts is simple 

enough. The land trusts hold the land on behalf of the traditional owners and the 

lease agreement spells out what the Director has to do. Yet, the Director is just 

one person, an official of the national government in Canberra, who does not 

work in the day-to-day park, and does not know (and cannot know) the details of 

everyday park life. These are the province of his representatives, the senior park 

officials and rangers. The Director is also subject to the directions of the Minister 

for the Environment and the Prime Minister and other members of the executive 

government, the body of elected ministers who form the government.18  

In its ordinary definition, ‘the state’ incorporates everyone in its employment, 

which in Kakadu means everyone from the Prime Minister to the rangers in the 

field – including Aboriginal rangers. In practice, then, traditional owners are 

interacting with a wide array of individuals who represent the state, mostly 

                                            
17 Australian anthropologist Anthony Redmond (2005:234) also uses these terms, but quite 
differently, to denote ‘…how Ngarinyin people in the northern Kimberley, in Western Australia, 
articulate kinship relationships…’ to draw white people into their universe and to extend their 
kinship systems ‘…indefinitely outwards’.  
18 The term ‘executive government’ is used in most Australian political science texts (e.g. Jaensch 
1984:247-248; Singleton et al. 2006:177). Stewart and Ward (2006:230-231) refer to it as ‘cabinet 
government’. The Australian Constitution vests power formally in the Executive Council, which 
comprises the Governor General and Ministers as his advisors, but this body now only meets to 
perform the most formal functions of executive government such as signing legislation and other 
instruments. The government itself is formed out of the political party (or parties in coalition) that 
commands a majority in the ‘lower house’ of Parliament, The House of Representatives. For 
practical purposes vested power and responsibility in a parliamentary democracy like Australia 
rests with the Cabinet and individual ministers.   
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rangers and other people of the bureaucracy, but periodically with members of 

the executive government as well.  

 

The pluricentric state (see Figure 1.3) is also polyvalent: initiator of the park itself; 

creator of legislation and policy (especially here as it relates to legal 

constructions of joint management arrangements); provider of finance and staff 

for park operations; ongoing force of political support for the park (or not); 

appointing Board of Management members; partner in the Board of Management 

(through its representatives); lessee of the Aboriginal owned land in the park; and 

operating presence in the park, cleaning toilets and road verges, lighting fires, 

killing weeds, shooting feral animals, helping park visitors, responding to 

requests, and conducting many administrative tasks. Although they may not be at 

all comfortable with the idea, the individuals enacting these latter tasks have 

been put in place by the state, and they actually are the state.19 It is to them that 

traditional owners, pastoralist neighbours, tour operators, NGO administrators 

and park visitors turn when they need an answer or some kind of service. 

 

Following Marx, the state is often regarded as an autonomous body basing itself 

on the distinction – and contradiction – between public and private life, the 

formality of what stands for all people (the universal), and the lives of individual 

subjects (civil society, or private interests) (Urry 1981:99-103). Sociologist John 

Urry (1981:102-105) identifies five characteristic properties of the state in 

capitalist nations: 

(1) its power is predicated on a monopoly of centralised physical coercion    

within the national territory; 

(2) it is unified; 

(3) it passes and implements generally applicable laws; 

                                            
19 Both Gupta (1995:389-391) and Lea (2002:22) maintain arguments that identify the state as 
locally represented. Gupta theorises this around the comments of a Jaipur villager who 
announces that he has not seen the parliament – the only part of the state he has known is the 
local police station (which is corrupt). Lea’s argument is centred on her own efforts as an 
anthropologist ‘…to abandon the familiar and comforting trope of state-as-powerful-regulatory-
system-that-imposes-order, to think instead “I have met the state, and the state is me”…’   
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Figure 1.3: The main groups of actors involved in Kakadu National Park, the 
connecting lines between the groups indicating (at least) periodic contact. 
Interlocking groupings indicate there is cross membership, e.g. traditional owners 
can be both rangers and members of the Board of Management. Groups 
encompassed within the state are shown in red.  
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(4) its activities are organised bureaucratically; 

(5) it operates within the context of contending relations between classes, 

class fractions and popular democratic forces. 

In these terms it is a disembodied entity empowered by the democratic process 

to administer what Marx and others call civil society. Max Weber (1968:941-958) 

articulated the workings of the state and its bureaucratic operations differently but 

still portrayed it as a reified entity, separated from the civil society it is functioning 

to serve.  

 

These notions of discreteness seem necessary for the operation of governance 

in the democratic state, and yet they are increasingly challenged. As social 

scientists Thomas Hansen and Finn Stepputat (2001) explain:  
The state has once again emerged as a central concern in the social sciences…The 
current rethinking …occurs at a juncture where the very notion of the state as a regulator 
of social life and a locus of territorial sovereignty and cultural legitimacy is facing 
unprecedented challenges. Ethnic mobilization, separatist movements, globalization of 
capital and trade and intensified movement of people as migrants and refugees all tend 
to undermine the sovereignty of state power, especially in the postcolonial world. The 
equations among state, economy, society, and nation that constituted the dominant idea 
of stateness in the twentieth century have been undermined from below by growing 
demands for decentralization and autonomy, and from above by the imperatives of 
supranational coordination of monetary, environmental, and military policies in new 
configurations after the cold war…(2001:1-2). 
 

Joint management is just one such instance of the state’s fluidity, where a 

demand (from below) for decentralisation and autonomy by subject peoples 

meets a supranational need for resource access and control. My examination of 

the state’s practices, as one partner to the agreement, fits into this emerging 

pattern of enquiry. Like anthropologist Akhil Gupta (1995), who problematises 

corruption in an Indian village and finds the boundaries between state and civil 

society blurred, I am seeking to explore what sociologist Philip Abrams (1988:58-

63) calls the ‘state-system’, that is political practice by, and within, the state – 

rather than the theoretical notion of the state as a discrete whole.20 

                                            
20 Abrams’ paper argues the futility and counter-productive nature of studying ‘the state’ as a 
distinct thing. His argument is that the pursuit of such a reified entity obscures the study of the 
‘state-system’ and ‘state-idea’ – ‘We are only making difficulties for ourselves in supposing that 
we also have to study the state – an entity, agent, function or relation over and above the state-
system and state-idea.’ …(1988:58). 
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The ambiguities of which Hansen and Stepputat write are not some distant anti-

Marxist theory but a reality faced in the daily operations of Kakadu, at every level, 

from the deliberations of the Board to the rangers spraying weeds. How does the 

Board member call the Director to account about a particular aspect of the 

budget, when depending on the Director’s goodwill to support a commercial 

proposition listed as the next item of agenda, for instance? How does the 

traditional owner deal with the situation where she is being asked, qua traditional 

owner, for permission to gather some sand from a river bed, when a few minutes 

later she will be despatched to spray some weeds, qua part of the hierarchical 

state? Same actors, same setting, but roles are reversed within only minutes. 

These are some of the simpler challenges to illustrate, for now, the endemic 

nature of the entanglings of a powerful state and traditional owners that we meet 

in later chapters. 

 

Methods and approach 

I first sought answers to the deceptively simple question put by sociologist Erving 

Goffman (1974:8): ‘What is it that’s going on here?’, in those first weeks and 

months of being Park Manager again. Still seeking some strategic hold, trying to 

emulate Stephen Covey’s management dictum: ‘focus on the strategic and 

important, not just the urgent’ (1990:149-156), but actually surviving by mere 

tactical moves like everyone else, by January 2003 I started to think seriously 

about Kakadu’s joint management as a post-graduate research topic. In my last 

months in the park I was a manager by day and reading social sciences, 

especially anthropology, by night. Parallel with gaining a more comprehensive 

account of the literature on protected areas, I started to read anthropologies 

about change, power relations, and partnerships. Simultaneously I was finding 

that legal and political analyses of joint management had been exhausted, and 

that anthropology was not what I (like many others) had thought it was – the 

study of fixed tribal cultures held captive in a colonial past. 
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Analyses like Tonkinson’s Aboriginal victors of the desert crusade (1974), 

Ortner’s  Life and death on Mt. Everest (1999b), and David Trigger’s Whitefella 

comin' (1992) told me much more about how informal partnerships between 

unlike cultural groups ‘worked’ than most of the material about joint management 

itself. Similarly, the ideas of encounter, social change, and mutual 

misunderstanding, vivified by anthropologists such as W E H Stanner (e.g. 

1979a; 1979b) in Australia, and Marshall Sahlins (1995) and Greg Dening (1988) 

in the Pacific Islands, offered clues to my questions about why the actors in joint 

management behave as they do. Tonkinson’s book foreshadowed (by three 

decades) new thinking on ‘the intercultural’ within Australia (see e.g. Hinkson & 

Smith 2005; Lea et al. 2006). It, too, has played a key part in how I view joint 

management, as one of the essays in Moving anthropology (2006) notes:  
Critical indigenous studies is characterised foremost by the recognition of relationality. 
The traditional approach of an anthropology that studies Indigenous people in isolation is 
no longer tenable for a number of reasons. Indigeneity and non-Indigeneity are products 
of each other and the conditions of life of each group, or socially reinvented category, can 
only be understood in relation to the other…(Cowlishaw et al. 2006:2). 
 

 

In the pursuit of ‘data’ for my project I already knew a great deal about both 

contemporary and past events through my work history, and although I had no 

standard ethnographer’s field books I had diaries, and the advantage of ‘being at 

the centre of things’. In many senses there can be no better participant observer 

of joint management than a park manager. Yet there are also limitations to how 

such knowledge can be used. First, the private and personal lives of actors, so 

easily and readily known to park managers and others, must be sanctioned. 

Second, as anthropologist Michael Herzfeld (2001:e.g. 11, 24-31) notes, 

subaltern peoples (and others) do not necessarily want their actions to be 

represented by others, even if only to illustrate practices and structures, and so I 

have frequently changed genders and locations where I have used such real 

accounts of action in the field. Third, one’s own subjectivity and inchoate theory-

making should always be scrutinised, as I discuss in greater detail when 

examining the issue of recollection in Chapter 5. As Gupta and Ferguson 

(1997:17) argue, this does preclude such a ‘close in’ person from making serious 
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anthropological analysis but it is an issue that as a trained natural scientist 

obsessed with objectivity I always took seriously, sometimes to the point of 

paranoia. Finally, as will be apparent at a number of points in this thesis, the 

insider-park manager is always going to be limited by the inter-subjectivities 

established within that role, as indeed all anthropologists are constrained by the 

circumstances of their field work (c.f. Berreman 1962; De Neve 2006). For 

example, although I had possibly unparalleled access to a range of interview 

participants there were a few people who refused my invitation to be involved in 

the project. One person specifically, and quite angrily, rejected my approach on 

the grounds of decisions I had made while park manager. As well, I made it clear 

to participants that I was investigating joint management, not conducting a 

complete ethnography of their lives, and so the many things I know about the 

latter have been excluded unless they are relevant to my specific topic.  

 

I also interviewed over fifty participants during periods of field work between 2005 

and 2008. Conducted at many different locations throughout Australia, including 

Kakadu itself, the interviews provided invaluable material that has hopefully 

minimised my own subjective biases, and ‘filled in’ the gaps in my first-hand 

knowledge of the years between 1985 and 2002. I took notes, and about half the 

interviews were taped and transcribed.21 The interviews were with women and 

men, most already known to me but a few not, Aboriginal and other, some who 

were there in the park’s early years, some who were there only relatively 

recently, and some who were there for almost the whole period of the study. As if 

to underscore the asymmetries I have been discussing, the white people were 

prepared to talk for much longer than the Aboriginal participants (and thus 

produce more material for me to use). Yet, I found Aboriginal participants often 

provided as much meaning in their parsimony of words. Except where a matter 

was on the public record, I have used pseudonyms, and sometimes changed 

genders and locations, again to protect the privacy of individuals. The total 

                                            
21 Interview material is indicated in footnotes throughout, prefixed with ‘I’ where it comes from 
tape and ‘N’ where it is from notes. 
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number of actors in Kakadu is quite small, and the Aboriginal people, in 

particular, are vulnerable to prying eyes in this relatively open public space.  

 

Some existing sources, notably David Lawrence’s (2000) history of the park up to 

the mid 1990s, Kakadu: the making of a national park, and the park’s own 

‘information handbook’ (Press et al. 1995), have been consulted frequently.22 

Because of its importance to the NT, almost all major events in, and about, 

Kakadu have been reported in the media, notably Darwin’s daily paper, the 

Northern Territory News which has been the source for many of the more political 

comments on the park, and provided the best way of corroborating dates. I spent 

many days in the NT Public Library looking at microfiche versions of old papers. 

Although I did not gain access to official records, there is a considerable grey 

literature that, together with recollections of particular individuals, allowed further 

cross-referencing. Finally, many participants were prepared to correspond about 

particular events and aspects of interviews, and so the now-almost-ubiquitous 

email joins my list of sources, prefixed E in the footnotes. 

 

My entry into anthropological research was by no means classical. I was spared 

the endless months of waiting about in uncomfortable situations, of which 

Malinowski and others write, but for me the painful work lay in two domains. The 

first was getting past the gatekeepers, an issue that tends to be glossed, but is 

more common in anthropology than was once thought (c.f. Schramm 2005; Van 

Maanen 1978a:323-327). My initial application to undertake approved research in 

the park was rejected by the Board. I had sought: 

(1) to gain access to park records (which I had punctiliously not done 

when I had the opportunity while Park Manager) in the same way as 

                                            
22 Lawrence’s book was commissioned by the park service and was constrained, first of all, by the 
brief. He completed the draft manuscript in 1996 but was then seriously injured in a car accident 
and unable to complete editorial work before there was a change in government. Publication was 
further delayed by disagreements with officers in the minister’s office about content, and 
publication was ultimately approved only on the condition that he found a publisher himself 
(emails from David Lawrence to me, 2 November 2004 and 10 May 2006). 
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the park service had afforded Sally Weaver access between 1983 and 

1985; 

(2) to interview willing participants; 

(3) to conduct ethnographic field work. 

I also suggested that there might be some value in doing workshops, if that 

seemed suitable. 

 

The Board reply indicated that members were unclear about a number of aspects 

of the proposal and also ‘There was considerable discomfort about the idea of a 

study examining issues with which you were closely associated…’. Thinking that 

I had left the park on relatively good terms, having been given no less than five 

most cordial farewell parties, it was a both surprising and disappointing letter to 

receive – and it is still painful to look at it again as I write this. Was this expressed 

discomfort code for ‘knows too much’? Should I abandon a project that seemed 

to have had so much support while I was still in the park?  I did not want to cause 

discomfort. Yet, so many people had complained of Kakadu’s being an 

uncomfortable place, and it seemed to me that no real justice had been done to 

addressing that very phenomenon. After many sleepless nights and emails back 

and forth to my potential supervisors I decided to continue, but on a modified 

trajectory. If necessary, interviews could be conducted with willing participants 

outside the park boundaries, but in the meantime I began working with others in 

different parts of Australia, and submitted a second application that excluded 

gaining access to official records. One of the Board members I had known for 

many years strongly encouraged me, and helped me in the second application, 

which was successful, but in a strange way. The officer who phoned me told me 

that the terms were ‘that if the park service issued the permit the Board would not 

object’. The implication was the permit was issued under sufferance. In an 

ironical twist, many of those who were (at least in theory) party to the original 

Board objection were willing and helpful participant interviewees, which suggests 

that the objections came from only one or two people. I had witnessed the Board 
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operating in that manner many times, where pressure for consensus belied more 

differentiated views, as I discuss in Chapter 3.  

 

The second bracket of painful work was the production of seemingly endless 

numbers of chapter drafts, only to have critics tell me ‘there is more going on 

here’, ‘this section is seriously under-analysed’, ‘STOP DOING THIS’ (about my 

caveats, equivocations and concerns for fairness), and worse. Yet, as so many 

anthropologists attest, ‘becoming’ an anthropologist lies in the translation of all 

one’s myriad data into ‘the central argument’, ‘the thesis’ (De Neve & Unnithan-

Kumar 2006), and having drafts read by those other critics is an essential part of 

the process. It is here that the unessential and non-germane are weeded out, 

and where the argument gets its robustness. Whilst social theorist James Clifford 

(1986) reminds us that we are only ever producing partial truths, and 

anthropologist George Marcus (1986) makes similar arguments (in the same 

volume) that ethnography is only ever an interpretation, having one’s work 

screened and hashed about in this way seems to be even more important in 

anthropology than in other disciplines. It certainly helped transform my writing 

from the relatively straightforward prose required for a scientific journal to the 

more searching, yet curiously more robust style required of the social sciences 

and humanities. It is this reflexivity that has helped me see that the now identified 

centrifugal and centripetal forces were already in place, even in our idealistic 

beginnings. Moreover, my own sense of nostalgia about how the park once was, 

versus how it seemed on my return, was replaced with a sense that the tensions 

and points of cohesion may never be made to disappear, but rather that our 

actions will simply reconfigure them, reorient them, and produce different issues 

to be faced. In saying this I do not mean that nothing can be done, but that policy 

action is always much more complex and testing of its participants than is 

commonly recognised. 

 

I represent joint management through the mass of confusing and conflicting 

detail accumulated over so many years from a number of viewpoints which, 
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taken together, explain how the park works. In Chapter 2, in answer to the 

question ‘what is joint management?’ I present a history of how the state slowly 

and steadily inveigled its way into the lives of traditional owners – chiefly through 

the action of successive executive governments that used the park as an 

instrument of uranium mining policy. It follows the sequence of changes thought 

to be necessary to provide the area – and its resident Aboriginal population – 

with an acceptable level of protection, as the potential perils of mining became a 

focus of attention. As the state attempts to increase its powers over the park, we 

see increasing countervailing moves by traditional owners to maintain and 

protect their perceived rights. 

 

Chapter 3 takes a critical look at the Board of Management, including how it 

came into being and what it has been set up to do; how members are chosen 

and appointed; how agendas are put together; and how meetings are conducted. 

I then assess how it is perceived, both by Board members themselves and others 

who know how it operates. My observations affirm those of others who have 

found this much-argued-for linchpin of joint management to be, for many 

Aboriginal people, an awkward and uncomfortable Western construct, suggesting 

that alternative ways need to be found for the intercultural engagement and 

mutuality.  

 

From the Board I go to how practice exposes the centripetal and centrifugal 

forces simultaneously at work in the parks day-to-day operations, in Chapter 4. 

As an example of the intercultural domain (c.f. Hinkson & Smith 2005; Merlan 

2005) the groups within the Kakadu mob both cooperate – working together and 

refurnishing what I call the common discourse – and segregate, opposing each 

other, maintaining boundaries, and affirming what I call separate group 

discourses (c.f. Goffman 1971:149-150). I suggest that working together and 

maintenance of common discourse is a ready-made ‘third space’ of which critical 

theorist Homi Bhabha (1988) writes to explain the need to use modalities that are 

part of neither one group or culture or another, but rather something that both 
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can understand and use. As in the Board, we see how the Western modalities of 

the state have been insinuated into practice, and how both Aboriginal and white 

groups have created structures to cope with this. We also see that in a domain 

where there is supposed to be equality, in-equality is so evident.  

 

In Chapter 5 I investigate one of the most insistent discourses of the park, 

recollection, manifested in reminiscence and nostalgia. I argue that recourse to 

nostalgia, in particular, provides relief from the painful experiences of the present 

and, albeit in a strange and perverse way, actually sustains joint management by 

validitation of the Other. I argue also that both forms of recollection are played 

out in meta-ceremony, where the format of discussion is consistent and 

predictable. I see them also as positioned within a functionalist system that 

reproduces itself with the aid of recollective forms and discourse, replete with the 

circularities and teleologies that Bateson (1936:116) so clearly identifies – the 

problems of the present bring on the very nostalgic episodes that serve as a 

reminder about the problems of the present.  

 

Chapter 6 is the first of three that look specifically at particular structures that 

have been created over the life of the park, and variously recreated, modified, or 

drastically changed over time. This chapter looks at further examples of those 

acting mainly centripetally, drawing Kakadu’s Aboriginal and white groups 

together, reinforcing jointness and cohesion. The examples I analyse are: the 

creation of the park’s physical infrastructure; sharing park work; sharing the park 

uniform; defending Kakadu against the aggressive stance of conservative NT 

governments between 1978 and 2001; and defending it against other white 

interests. As Goffman (1971:73-75) reminds us, the creation and re-creation of 

cohesion and unity is a common response to perceived threats from the outside. 

All the structures illustrated do not always act centripetally in every respect, but 

they demonstrate the cohesive forces at work in the park. 
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Chapter 7 marks a return to the drama that introduced this chapter, the pet 

shooting and its aftermath. Probably the most extreme example of centrifugality 

yet seen in Kakadu, I argue this incident has had a long-lasting effect on how 

traditional owners and white rangers interact, revealing significant fractures and 

mistrust within both groups. We will never know whether there would have been 

a similar incident if this had not occurred, but the shooting unleashed an 

underestimated divisiveness that had long been ignored. It forced the park 

service and its rangers to take Aboriginal opinion, and the latent powers of the 

Land Rights Act, seriously. I argue that in terms of anthropologist Victor Turner’s 

(1996) analysis, a permanent rift was created, largely because the traditional 

owners’ complaints of the time were misunderstood. This rift seriously weakened 

the will to maintain the common discourse, effectively weakening it still further, 

and correspondingly allowing the separate group discourses to gain greater hold. 

 

The notorious schism of 1989 was deadly serious, but is just one manifestation of 

centrifugal forces at work in Kakadu. In Chapter 8, I discuss further, ongoing 

examples that create and maintain tensions between traditional owners and the 

white actors. First I take a closer look at the processes of colonisation from 

within, of how the state drew the traditional owners close, inveigling and 

insinuating its own clever technologies and methods, piece by piece, little by 

little, in ways that were difficult to detect, and hence to resist. Then there are 

other structures that I suggest are quite specific to situations where propinquity, 

or even intimacy, is a necessary condition. Once drawn close, the Aboriginal and 

white rangers and officers of the park service were more relevant to each other, 

and became more critical of the Other’s characteristics. I discuss evidence of the 

antagonisms under the rubrics of ‘mutual disapproval’, mutual gazing, and 

commodification of ‘traditional culture’. Using the examples of the now famous 

Aboriginal seasonal calendar and the way in which the park service manages 

fire, I also discuss the role of mimesis, noting, with anthropologist Michael 

Taussig (e.g. 1993), its destructive and divisive effects.  
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I conclude, in Chapter 9, that the investigation of practice, through ethnography 

and detailed interview, reveals myriad structures that, taken together, act to unify 

and divide this important park. We also see how the schisms in the wake of the 

1989 pet shootings reveal the essential separations between traditional owners 

and the park service’s white actors, and the release of latent powers of land 

ownership that set up what anthropologist Gerald Sider (e.g. 1980:25) termed 

alternative hegemonies to those emanating from the authority of the state (see 

also Williams 1977:112-113). Around the theme of ‘is the park worth saving?’ I 

argue that, left to their own devices, the centripetal structures will combine to tear 

down the whole edifice, and that action centred around the ‘magic’ of the joint 

discourse is timely and appropriate. 
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Chapter 2: 
 ‘What is it, this joint management thing?’  

 

  





Negotiating meaning 

In the fresh cool of a July morning in 2002, about three months after I had started 

work as park manager, I stood with Julie, one of the traditional owners, waiting 

for a large kettle of water to boil for morning tea. There were about forty people 

scattered about, brought together for a meeting of the Board of Management in a 

‘bush setting’, remote from any of the park’s administrative centres. Julie asked 

me how I was settling in to the new job. Although we had known each other for 

many years, in these recent months there was always some particular item of 

park business calling for our whole attention, squeezing out the informal talk of 

our earlier days. This was a different kind of occasion, one of those moments 

when there was no urgent business at hand. Within a few seconds I found myself 

expressing my puzzlement about what joint management was supposed to be. 

‘Yeah’, she responded, ‘We wonder about that too. What is this thing? We have 

talked about it until we are sick of it. What is it, this joint management thing? You 

tell us and we’ll all know!’ We laughed. The tea was ready.  

 

I was soon to discover that, far from being an amiable joke, the subject had 

indeed been discussed at tedious length at previous Board meetings, and 

informally between Aboriginal and white staff and Board members, without any 

lasting agreement as to what it constituted. If anything, these discussions 

seemed only to have reinforced divisions between Aboriginal and white Board 

members, uncovering epistemological differences that are readily exposed when 

members of different cultural groupings discuss the ‘meaning’ of an otherwise 

vague signifier. Nadasdy (2003) illustrates this point well in his discussion of the 

elusiveness of a now well used buzz-phrase of ecological science, ‘traditional 

ecological knowledge’ (TEK). He notes that many Westerners recognise that 

indigenous peoples possess distinct sets of knowledge about wildlife movements 

and other ecological processes and wish to tap into these (2003:9-10). Yet, 

whereas it is possible to attempt category definition, some Canadian Aboriginal 

people themselves view TEK rather differently: 
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I once heard a wildlife biologist ask a member of the Kluane First Nation [the Canadian 
aboriginal subjects of his own study], “What exactly is ‘traditional knowledge’?” She 
responded, “Well, it’s not really ‘knowledge’ at all, it’s more a way of life”…(2003:63).  
 

One can attempt to define joint management, too, but as illustrated in Appendix 

1, such bundles of words are arbitrary and limiting.   

 

In an essay about the construction and meaning of university mission 

statements, anthropologist Marilyn Strathern (2006) argues that the bullet point, 

the reductionist caption that marks such statements, is of and in itself 

unanalysable. ‘Do you understand what this means?’ she asks, citing a bullet 

point from a Cambridge University mission statement (2006:183). Using the 

metaphor of certain fear-inducing Papuan shields she argues that bullet points 

can serve not only to deflect the (metaphorical) missiles of outside critics but to 

create an impression of power and strength as well – to outsiders and insider 

members of the team alike. The actual shields of which she writes are drawn to 

contemporary attention by her (now deceased) old friend and colleague, Alfred 

Gell (1998): 
Reconsider, for a moment the Asmat shield which terrifies the opposing warrior. It is 
surely noteworthy that these designs produce terror by making terror manifest – these 
designs seem to have been composed in a mood of terror, and we are terrified by them 
(or can imagine being terrified by them) because, submitting to their fascination, we are 
obliged to share the emotion which they objectify…(1998:31 - emphasis his). 
 

Gell develops the idea of self-fear around Walter Benjamin’s (1986) essay on 

mimesis. He calls the Asmat shield a ‘false mirror, which seems to show the 

victim his own terror, when, in fact, it is another’s [the shield bearer’s] – and in 

this way persuades him that he is terrified’ (1998:31 - emphasis his). 

 

So Strathern argues that bullet points, like the shields, possess the ability to 

ensorcel, to captivate to the point of suspending critical analysis (2006:187). 

Despite the possibility of keen and analytical observers probing their meaning, 

they can operate at an aesthetic level, where what is beheld is meant to induce 

effects other than rational meaning.  Whereas Strathern is writing about the 

production of organisation mission statements, we can apply her argument to 

most of the descriptions or definitions of joint management that have appeared 
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over the last three decades. As shown in Appendix 1, these have been created at 

different points in history and for different purposes. Yet most of them are, like 

the bullet points of mission statements and corporate plans, not easily capable of 

further internal analysis. We might ask more questions, but without more 

information they can be literally unarguable. What response can a reader make, 

except to say something like ‘oh yes’, or ‘sooooo…’? Adopting Strathern’s 

treatment, here I ask, can the reader understand what the following example 

from the Parks Australia website actually means as a definition? 
Joint management in Kakadu combines a legal structural framework set in place by the 
Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999, lease agreements with 
the traditional owners of Aboriginal land in the park, and the continuing day to day 
relationship between Parks Australia staff and traditional owners. 
 

These definitions are meant to imply a subtending context, a space of meaning 

that lies outside the caption that could be elaborated upon if pressed. They 

create an impression that the writers have thought very carefully about the 

definition, that the definition itself is merely the peak, that there is a depth lying 

behind it, reassuring the reader that here no more needs to be said or thought 

about. The audience may be impressed by references to legislation and other 

serious texts, or (like those under the thrall of the Papuan shields) intimidated by 

the power of the statement, or both – but the very act of definition dumbs down 

the issue, serving to deflect further curiosity and analysis, bullet-proofing through 

bullet-pointing (see also Lea 2008:116-138).  

 

The impenetrability of the meaning of joint management goes to the heart of the 

brief interchange between Julie and myself as we waited for the kettle to boil on 

that lovely July morning. As if to prove the mesmerising effect of bullet points, all 

the bundles of available words took us no further into our understanding of what 

joint management actually is. Instead, I argue, we must consider this topic, like 

traditional ecological knowledge, as ‘a way of life’ for all participants. It is through 

such an ecological approach that we are also able to gain a picture of how the 

practice of joint management evolved, how the traditional owners came from 

anonymity into positions of prominence, how the state inveigled its way into the 
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traditional owners’ lives, and the mutual entanglements that exist today. This is a 

theme that infuses the rest of this thesis as we see how traditional owners and 

other Aboriginal people in, and around, the park encounter the state in all its 

manifestations. In the remainder of this chapter I tell a story of how state 

instrumentalism pervades the lives of traditional owners, and how they have 

responded to it. I tell it through the history of policy approaches of four 

successive executive governments, all of which saw Kakadu in connection with 

their policies on uranium mining (Table 2.1). Intertwined with the history of these 

governments is a history of traditional owner engagement with the changing 

faces of government that provides a setting for their encounters with the state at 

the more local level, elaborated further in later chapters. 

 

Minding their own business  

In the middle of the 1960s Kakadu was a name that anthropologist Baldwin 

Spencer had assigned to a group of people whose religious life he had studied 

on his three month visit to Gunbalanya and the northern part of today’s park in 

1912 (Spencer 1914). ‘Kakadu’ is how Spencer heard the word, now usually 

spelt ‘Gagudju’.1 Outside the world of the Aboriginal people themselves, and a 

handful of anthropologists and officials, back then the name was neither heard 

nor seen in print by any spelling. Indeed, many of those familiar with its history 

thought this group had become extinct, a fact that was to play a part in the 

naming of the park a few years later. There was a certain logic to the thinking of 

the white officials as they chose a name, because by the mid 1960s one only 

occasionally saw Aboriginal people between Darwin and the entry to Arnhemland 

at the East Alligator River. The flourishing Aboriginal life of the area, observed 

and recorded by explorer Ludwig Leichhardt as his party moved through part of 

the estate in question in late 1845 (Lawrence 2000:16-18), and now recognised 

to have endured for at least a thousand generations (Brockwell et al. 1995:19), 

was thought long gone. Where once there had been at least two thousand  

                                            
1 Mark Harvey (e.g. 2002), the linguist who recorded and wrote the language in the 1980, writes it 
as ‘Gaagudju’, a more accurate spelling of the first phoneme. 
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Table 2.1: Major policy milestones in the life of Kakadu, as related to successive 
governments, prime ministers, ministers and directors of the park service.  

Year Prime Minister Minister for Environment Director Major policy milestones 

     
1975 Malcolm Fraser 10 ministers in 7 years2  Neville Gare (A) NPWC Act proclaimed and RUEI initiated 

1976 (Liberal/National)   Derrick Ovington (A)  
1977 (Nov ’75 – Mar ’83)   Derrick Ovington RUEI completed and policy for KNP decided 

1978       NT self government; Kakadu lease agreement 

1979       KNP (Stage1) proclaimed 

1980        
1981        
1982        
1983 Bob Hawke Barry Cohen (Mar ’83 – July ’87)    Policy for no new mines in place 

1984 (ALP) (March ‘83     KNP Stage 2 proclaimed 

1985 - Dec ’91)      
1986        
1987   Senator Graham Richardson   First part of KNP Stage 3 proclaimed 

1988   (July ’87 – April ’90)    
1989       Second part of KNP Stage 3 proclaimed 

1990    Ros Kelly (April ’90 – Mar ’94) Peter Bridgewater  
1991 Paul Keating     Final part of KNP Stage 3 proclaimed 

1992 (Dec ’91 – Mar ’96)      
1993       ANPWS officially now known as ANCA 

1994   Senator John Faulkner    
1995   (March  ’94 – March ’96)    
1996 John Howard  Senator Robert Hill    De facto disbanding of ANCA 

1997 (Liberal/National)  (March ’96 – Nov ’01)   Drafting of consolidated environmental legislation 
1998 (March ’96 -    Colin Griffiths (A) Introduction of EPBC Bill 

1999 Nov '07)   Peter Cochrane  EPBC Act proclaimed 

2000      (Oct ’99 on)  
2001        
2002   David Kemp (Nov ’01 – Jul ’04)    
2003        
2004   Senator Ian Campbell    
2005    (July ’04 – Nov ’06)    
2006        
2007   Malcolm Turnbull (Nov ’06 - Nov '07    
2008 Kevin Rudd (ALP) Peter Garrett (Nov '07 on)    
2009 (Nov '07 on)      

 
                                            
2 Andrew Peacock, Senator Ivor Greenwood, Kevin Newman, Ray Groom, Senator Jim Webster, David Thomson, Bob 
Ellicott, Michael McKellar, Ian Wilson and Tom McVeigh. Some appointments lasted only weeks. At 18 months, Kevin 
Newman held the record for this period.  
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people living, now there were very few.3 What happened to them all? The 

consensus among current historians and anthropologists is that their demise was 

brought about by a combination of factors – migration away from their traditional 

domains, disease, infertility (see Taçon & Chippindale 2001:304-305) and 

violence at the hands of the white colonists – especially in the period between 

about 1880 and 1920 (see e.g. Keen 1980:34-44; Levitus 1982:39,68-72; 

1995:83-87). As linguist Mark Harvey (2002:27) points out, large parts of the 

lowlands in the northern section of what is now the national park were effectively 

depopulated between 1920 and 1980; and it seems clear that the Aboriginal 

populations of the areas further south did not fare much better.4 Anthropologist 

Ian Keen estimates that the population between the Adelaide and East Alligator 

rivers, extending inland about eighty kilometres, had been reduced to, ‘…at most, 

4 per cent of the population at the time of contact’ (1980:37). 

 

In the middle of the 1960s descendants of this tiny fraction were still surviving, 

making a living as best they could in one locality or another. A few of them 

resided permanently on, or very close to, their traditional lands. Others were 

scattered about – on missions in Arnhemland (mainly Gunbalanya); on the 

outskirts of towns like Darwin, Katherine, Pine Creek; or on the buffalo and cattle 

pastoral properties of the larger Top End region (Figure 2.1). Some migrated 

from place to place. They all knew each other, and also knew a good deal about 

each other. They knew especially where others slotted into the traditional 

Aboriginal universe – language group, clan, subsection, traditional lands, and 

other markers of identity. Considering, as Harvey (2002:27) notes, that numbers 

were by then so small, that contact between many individuals was so infrequent, 

                                            
3 Based Keen’s (1980:37) conservative estimate. 
4 Long term Kakadu resident David Lindner argues that there was a mass emigration from the 
upper areas of the South Alligator floodplains in about 1880, probably to the Pine Creek goldfields 
that had opened up in the previous decade. He points out that until then the middens contained 
only traditional stone implements. The return of the Alligator Rivers people (in diminished 
numbers) as assistants in white-operated buffalo shooting camps in the 1920s, was marked by 
the complete transition to steel knives. There is no evidence of the transitional use of glass for 
implements, as happened in other areas of the NT (Field notes – 30 March 2006). Lindner argues 
that there was almost total depopulation of parts of the Kakadu area for at least forty years, and 
that during this period deaths outnumbered births by several times. 
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and that the corporate knowledge base had dwindled and was unevenly shared, 

in some ways the persistence of these means of knowing seems remarkable. Yet 

the very hanging on to these markers was one means of maintaining their own 

sense of presence in a universe that was changing around them (c.f. Stanner 

1979b:83). 

 

       Approx scale: I_____I 
                   50 km 
 
Figure 2.1: Locations of some places where traditional owners were living before 
Kakadu was proclaimed. (Map: Google Imagery, 2009 and UNEP/WCMC/IUCN). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Aboriginal population was also aging. Reflecting the trauma of these years, 

there had been almost no children born between about 1930 and 1950 and, 

although after 1950 births into traditional owner families started to increase 

again, the children were mainly the offspring of a quite small group of parents. 

Three of these families, in particular, have assumed dominant positions in the 
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conduct of joint management, becoming what Ortner (1989:55-56) has called ‘big 

people’ in Kakadu’s life. The patriarchs of these three families in the mid 1960s 

were the famous buffalo shooter, William (Yorky Billy) Alderson (b ca. 1900), 

Toby Gangali (b ca. 1930), and Bill Neidjie (b ca. 1920). Precipitated by the mid 

1950s collapse of the buffalo hide industry, in which he had been an important 

participant, Yorky Billy Alderson had eventually established himself and his family 

on a small lease at Spring Peak in what is now the centre of the park (Figure 

2.2). Although his father (also William but known as ‘Yorky Mick’) was a white 

Englishman, other traditional owners recognised him as an adopted member of 

the Murrumburr clan. Like other traditional owners, Yorky Billy was able to live off 

the land as his ancestors had done for millennia. He also engaged in the 

economy of the white man, not only buffalo shooting, but also fossicking for gold 

and tin, hunting dingoes for bounty, and shooting crocodiles for their skins.5  

 

Although about thirty years younger and with a much younger family, Gangali 

was also a participant in this ‘hybrid economy’ as anthropologist Jon Altman 

(2005) was later to call it, living off the land and working wherever he could to get 

cash or kind from white enterprises. In the mid 1960s he had settled, with his 

wife, small children, and other relatives, at Nourlangie Camp, a safari operation 

that had been established on the site after a sawmill based there had closed 

down over a decade earlier. The third of the patriarchs, Bill Neidjie, lived with his 

young family and other extended family members at Cape Don on Cobourg 

Peninsula (Figure 2.1), again both living off the land and as a casual employee at 

the lighthouse there. Like the others he had worked for much of his life in white 

enterprises – buffalo shooting, sawmilling, and as a deckhand on coastal 

freighters. As the available documentation of the lives of these men 

demonstrates (see e.g. Attenborough 1963:26-28; Levitus 1990; Lockwood 

                                            
5 Until about 1970 it was rare for Aboriginal people to see actual cash. Usually storekeepers, 
station managers or other white authority figures managed their money, issuing goods against 
credit that was held in their names (see e.g. Cowlishaw 1999:130). In an interview with Darwin 
journalist Douglas Lockwood (1979:27) in the late 1960s, Alderson himself commented that he 
had no money of his own until he was about fifty, indicating that he was never paid actual cash in 
all the years he was a key member of the buffalo shooting teams.  
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1979:29-51; Neidjie et al. 1985:26-27; Stewart 1969), their entanglements with 

the state up to this point were only minor, mainly through accessing the small 

amounts of social security to which various family members were entitled, and 

their occasional contacts with native welfare officials. Over the next fifteen years 

the state was set to loom much larger in their lives, and in the lives of the other 

hundred or so traditional owners. They would no longer be minding their own 

business, but the state’s as well. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
       Approx scale: I______I   
         5 km 
 
Figure 2.2: Locations in the central part of the park, showing residence of Yorky 
Billy Alderson, Toby Gangali, and their families, and the Cooinda leases. (Map: 
Google Imagery, 2009 and UNEP/WCMC/IUCN). 
 

Encroaching economies – encroaching state   

In the first chapter of her book exploring the interaction of global capitalism and 

local activity, Friction (2005), anthropologist Anna Tsing outlines a scene of 

cascading change on the Meritus Mountains in Indonesian Kalimantan during the 
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1990s. Shocked by extensive activity in the wake of the logging boom that had 

started with the Japanese companies in the 1970s and continued under the 

Indonesian companies in the 1980s and 1990s, she takes stock through the 

observations of her informant, Pak Arman:  
“We are only spectators,” he says with frustration. “We can only watch what is happening. 
First they take the trees. When the trees are finished, they come for the gold. When the 
gold is finished, they come for the coal. When the coal is finished, they come for the 
marble. When the marble is finished…they’ll take whatever is left.”…(2005:22). 
 

During her first field work, in the early 1980s (Tsing 1993), the forest had been 

disturbed only by the shifting cultivation that had been going on for perhaps 

millennia. These new activities, brought about through serial cooperations 

between the private sector and the state, had irrevocably turned the lives of the 

people upside down. While the changes about to enter the Alligator Rivers region 

in the mid 1960s were not so environmentally destructive as those in Kalimantan 

just two decades later, they were born of the same kinds of private-state 

partnerships, and just as disruptive socially. Indeed, it is because, broadly 

speaking, the physical environment in the Alligator Rivers region was to be 

protected by the state, that these incursions were so much harder to notice, let 

alone to analyse in the sharp way that Pak Arman did for Tsing. For the 

traditional owners of the Alligator Rivers, the transition from the margins of 

statehood to becoming enmeshed within its activities was to be a far more 

insidious process.  

 

Here, to start with, the changes were to be wrought through mining uranium in 

the discrete pockets of land where it was found, under highly restricted 

conditions. And then it was about the proposal for a national park, an institution 

that was foreshadowed to limit the effects of the mines and conserve the land 

generally, ostensibly to avoid the pillaging of the type seen in the Meritus 

Mountains. As we now know, the Alligator Rivers region sits over one of the 

world’s largest uranium provinces, in what the geologists call the Pine Creek 

Geosyncline. In the Cold War period of the 1950s Australia had rushed to find its 

own supplies of this mineral, and it had been found in modest quantities in the 
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NT, first at Rum Jungle near Darwin and then at Coronation Hill, El Sharana and 

other localities in the upper South Alligator River valley (Figure 1.2), where it was 

mined between 1956 and 1964 (Lawrence 2000:51). Those deposits, small and 

quickly exploited as they were, led to bands of explorers ranging across the 

region, in the air and on the ground, until they discovered the first of the big ore-

bodies, Ranger, in 1969. That discovery quickly led to more proven reserves, at 

Jabiluka and Koongarra, between 1971 and 1973 (Figure 1.2), with many more 

prospects still not properly evaluated, even today. Together they indicated a 

‘uranium province’ that, although located in several distinct ore-bodies, amounted 

to more than 250,000 tonnes, a significant part of the world’s known reserves of 

this controversial mineral. Taking advantage of relatively easy access through a 

landscape that had been denuded in most places by the uncontrolled feral 

buffaloes6, the ground teams scattered in pursuit of uranium’s telltale radiometric 

signals, in a race against time to acquire a stake in the riches to be had. They 

were not sole operators like the fossickers they replaced, but relatively well-

financed teams of ‘company men’. 

 

The men on the ground were hard workers who pushed themselves in the high 

heat and humidity in order to get the job done. Yet a few of them had enough 

time on their hands to wander occasionally among the rocky outcrops of the 

sandstone escarpment, to ‘discover’ the art for which the area is now famous 

and, here and there, to pilfer sacred objects and burial sites that had been left 

untouched by their white predecessors. Despite their relatively small numbers, 

only a few hundred individuals at the most, the ground teams still frightened the 

even smaller groups of Aborigines, who were largely ignored by the mining men. 

It seems not to have occurred to the latter that the skulls some of them 

souvenired were those of recently deceased brothers, uncles and grannies of the 

demoralised people they occasionally encountered. These same demoralised 

Aborigines, meanwhile, were watching the explorers as best they could. Lacking 

                                            
6 The buffalo population appears to have been at its maximum in the mid to late 1960s, in all 
parts of the region (Petty et al. 2007b:448).  
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access to transport in order to monitor these newcomers, and so not knowing 

exactly what they were doing, where they were now, or would be next year, 

traditional owners worried endlessly about the exploration programs. 

 

Perhaps the greatest anxiety was caused by all the activity, both official and 

unofficial, around a site called Djibidjidbi, known to white people as Mount 

Brockman. A major sacred site known throughout the whole of western 

Arnhemland, Djidbidjidbi manifests as a sheer cliff at the northern end of a large 

sandstone outlier. The first discovered ore-body at Ranger was only about two 

kilometres from the site, but then radiometric signals indicated another ore-body 

encroaching on the site itself. While the mining company drilled to determine the 

size of the new find, its workers wandered in and out of the sacred site, looking to 

see what, if anything, was there. The Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry, 

after considering the southern boundary of the Ranger lease, recommended a 

compromise between what the traditional owners and other Aborigines wanted 

and the mining desires of the company (RUEI 1977a:283-285). But that was 

several years later, and in the meantime the traditional owners and others of the 

Aboriginal public watched anxiously at a distance, as the ignorant white people 

trampled through this powerful site, willy-nilly.   

 

Adding fuel to the already frantic pace of an exploration program propelled by 

competition to acquire the best prospects, and the companies’ duty to provide 

accurate and timely information to shareholders and potential investors, was the 

proposed national park. As much as possible needed to be done before new 

barriers to exploration emerged. Ironically, it was a miner himself, Joe Fisher, 

who made the first public proposal for a national park. As a former manager of 

the uranium mines in the South Alligator Valley, Fisher knew the whole area well. 

By 1964 he had been appointed as a member of the NT Reserves Board, the 

body that had been set up by a centralist national government reticent to 

delegate powers to a mendicant northern administration, to supervise the NT’s 

then handful of small parks and reserves. He was also a member of the NT 
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Legislative Council, a body with little authority and few powers, set up by the 

national government in 1947 to give some semblance of democracy locally, while 

the real power still resided in the Canberra based bureaucracy, and its local 

manifestation, the Northern Territory Administration (NTA). Fisher used an 

adjournment debate in the Legislative Council to describe a magnificent 

landscape, teaming with wildlife, that was worthy of national park status (Fisher 

2002:91). In the following year, 1965, the Reserves Board submitted a formal 

proposal for an area of about 6,300 square kilometres (NTRB 1972:3), enlarging 

Fisher’s suggestions of the previous year by three times and, in another irony, 

incorporating every one of the soon-to-be-discovered uranium prospects. The 

national government procrastinated and flip-flopped with the national park 

proposal, eventually to provide ‘in principle’ support for an area of about 2,500 

square kilometres in 1970, setting up the study group that was to recommend the 

resurrected name ‘Kakadu’ in 1971, and allowing the declaration of a 3,300 

square kilometre wildlife sanctuary along the boundary of Arnhemland as an 

interim measure in 1972. While the government filibustered, the mining explorers 

knew that they had limited time in which to stake claims, before an increasingly 

influential conservation movement was successful in lobbying for reservation of 

the area, and thus, as the miners say, ‘sterilising’ it. 

 

The discovery of the first ore-body at Ranger in 1969 signalled the Alligator 

Rivers region as a probable uranium province. Much less obvious was escalation 

of state activity, driven in part by growing pressure to create a national park, and 

more generally to allocate land under the rubric of ‘rational planning’. This so far 

ignored area had suddenly become a honeypot for the state’s policy makers. 

While the explorers continued with their traverses over the physical landscape 

the political representatives and policy moguls in Darwin and Canberra now 

pored over maps and submissions, wrote letters, answered letters and 

enmeshed themselves in the detail of this remote place that so few of them had 

actually seen, let alone experienced. The potential riches to be had from these 

ore-bodies were also instrumental in changing the nature of the state itself in the 
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NT. The arguments of a frustrated group of Territorians, people like Joe Fisher 

who had for years been lobbying for a greater say by the NT population in their 

own affairs, were given new standing by discoveries of such national economic 

importance. Although resisted by the conservative government in Canberra, they 

gave added weight to reforms that were to be instituted by the left of centre ALP 

Government headed by Prime Minister Gough Whitlam that was elected at the 

end of 1972.7 Whitlam made radical changes to the structures of governance in 

the NT, first by completely relocating the national department responsible for NT 

affairs from Canberra to Darwin (and at the same time abolishing the decades-

old NTA); second, by introducing legislation that enabled the setting up of a fully 

elected Legislative Assembly in Darwin, for which the first elections were held 

late in 1974; and third, by introducing legislation to allow for two Territory 

senators.  

 

Besides the largely invisible bureaucrats and politicians taking newfound interest 

in the Alligator Rivers, the state started to make its presence felt physically, in the 

form of a scattered band of wildlife officers and rangers employed by the NTA. 

Although always outnumbered by those whose work was poring over maps and 

making decisions in distant Darwin and even more distant Canberra, their 

numbers grew slowly – from the sole wildlife officer who set up residence at the 

recently resumed Nourlangie Camp in 1969, joined by another at an old buffalo 

camp at Cannon Hill in 1970 (Woerle & Thiele 1987:9-14), to an average of five 

in 1974. The first wildlife officers covered a wide area between western 

Arnhemland and Darwin but the work focussed increasingly on the Alligator 

Rivers region as interest in the proposed national park developed. The wildlife 

officers were mainly concerned with patrolling and law enforcement, reducing 

numbers of feral buffalo (mainly through shooting but also, to some extent, 

supervising commercial contractors), and the provision of rudimentary services 

for visitors. Parallel with the installation of wildlife officers and other staff, the 

                                            
7 NT political scientist Alistair Heatley (1990:30) notes how Whitlam had long regarded the NT as 
undemocratic, describing it in 1962 as ‘the least representative, and most subordinate legislature 
in any British community’. 
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government had by 1973 added acquisitions of former safari camps, Patonga 

and Muirella Park, to the 1969 Nourlangie purchase. Whilst there was no official 

policy to make contact with traditional owners, let alone to consult them, part of 

the acquisition of Nourlangie entailed the employment of Toby Gangali, who 

continued to live there with his family; and part of the acquisition of Patonga 

entailed the employment of Mick Alderson, Yorky Billy’s eldest son. With his 

father becoming frailer until his death in 1979, Mick was destined to take on a 

progressively more significant role in the affairs of both his family and the broader 

groups of traditional owners, ultimately as a key negotiator with senior 

government ministers and officials. So it was that two traditional owners and their 

families were starting to be enmeshed in the affairs of the state in the Alligator 

Rivers. Indeed, although as holders of relatively menial jobs, they were now 

actually part of the state itself.     

 

Kakadu and the Whitlam Government 

In its three short years of life the Whitlam Government appeared to race through 

its political agenda as if there was not a moment to lose, and it applied a typically 

bold and vigorous style to policy making in the Alligator Rivers, and the NT in 

general. Issues that had been addressed only timidly by previous conservative 

governments, or not addressed at all (like Aboriginal land rights and 

environmental protection), were immediately brought into prominence by the new 

government. Action was not confined to issues that appealed to left-leaning 

citizens for, as we have just seen, the new government moved quickly to give 

notoriously anti-ALP NT residents reasonable democratic rights, where the 

conservatives had been dragging their feet (Heatley 1990:19-25). Further, the 

ALP at that time, although wary of the risks associated with exporting nuclear 

material, was arguably more enthusiastic about developing the uranium 

resources of the Alligator Rivers region than its predecessors, and in its last year 

in office acted decisively to resolve the contradictions created by major uranium 

mines through the establishment of the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry 

(RUEI 1976; RUEI 1977a). In relation to the Alligator Rivers region, the previous 
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conservative governments were guided by what Australian geographer Kenneth 

Walker (1999:40) calls ‘statist developmentalism’, a viewpoint that assumes 

economic development to be imperative, popular and self evident. In 

encouraging uranium mining it is arguable that the Whitlam Government took on 

the same mantle but, in embracing Aboriginal land rights and environmental 

protection, it also took to itself an even broader and more dominant role for the 

state. The Alligator Rivers was about to be drawn into the domain of greater 

government regulation and administration. 

 

The Aboriginal land rights issue had crystallised in two major disputes in different 

parts of the NT. One of these centred on the objections by the people around 

Yirrkala in north-eastern Arnhemland to their land being disturbed by the 

prospectors for, and later miners of, bauxite (Milirrpum vs. Nabalco Pty. Ltd. and 

the Commonwealth of Australia 1971; Yunupingu 1997:xvi). The other started as 

a walkout by stockmen at Wave Hill Station, about 500 kilometres south of 

Darwin, and culminated in their insistent demands for title to their traditional land 

(see e.g. Collmann 1988:224-230; Coombs 1978:11; Rangiarri 1997). Coming on 

top of strong public affirmation of increasing rights for Aborigines, both cases 

were instrumental in a change to the ALP policy at its 1969 conference (ALP 

1969:27) and provided a base for the ALP’s policy promises in its 1972 election 

campaign. A week after the election Whitlam announced a Royal Commission 

into how land rights in the NT might be conferred on traditional owners (Whitlam 

1985:467). The Royal Commisssioner, Justice Edward Woodward (see Figure 

2.3), completed the task in fourteen months, between February 1973 and April 

1974. Significantly for the traditional owners in the Alligator Rivers region, the 

second report of the Aboriginal Land Rights Commission, as it came to be 

known, included detailed recommendations on how potential national park land 

of interest to Aboriginal people could be claimed and leased back to the state as 

national park (ALRC 1974a:91-93 - see also Table 2.1). Although the exact 
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origins of the term ‘joint management’ are obscure, it was also during the ALRC 

hearings that it first gained currency.8 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Aboriginal Land Rights Royal Commissioner, Sir Edward Woodward, 
addressing senior traditional owner, Bill Neijdie, and friends at Nadab, in the north 
of the park, in July 2001. The occasion was to celebrate Bill’s life and his 
contribution to joint management. (Photo: Greg Miles) 

 

Spurred on by the combination of frustrated urging by the environmental lobby, a 

strongly worded parliamentary report produced earlier in 1972 (Lawrence 

2000:66) and, as Whitlam himself claims (1985:530), the World Heritage 

                                            
8 The term first appeared in the Northern Land Council’s submission to the ALRC (ALRC 
1974b:132-133)and the proceedings of the final hearings of the commission (e.g. ALRC 
1974c:205). Although by then ‘joint management’ and ‘jointly constituted committee’ had become 
part of the discourse of the people closely involved in the commission, I have not been able to 
find out exactly how the term came to be ‘invented’. I can only speculate that one of the small 
number of people involved was aware of similar arrangements that had been used in Europe 
where previous rights to land were in place at a time when the state wished to take on a formal 
role.   
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Convention that had been adopted by UNESCO in 1972, the government also 

acted quickly to take a more central role in protecting the environment. One 

move was to establish a nationally based parks and wildlife organisation that 

would provide the professional capacity to advise on international obligations to 

protect wildlife. It would also work with the Australian states on conservation 

initiatives judged to be in the national interest; and administer national parks and 

wildlife conservation in Australia’s onshore and offshore territories, including the 

NT (Gare 2005:45). A second move was to introduce legislation for 

environmental assessment of proposed developments in areas under its 

jurisdiction, and thus ensure that the polluting potential of uranium mines, for 

example, was minimised.9 That legislation proved to be immediately useful, 

enabling the commissioning of the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry in 

1975. Its passage through a parliament in which the Senate was controlled by 

the opposition was relatively uncomplicated. 

 

By contrast, the passage of legislation to establish the Australian National Parks 

and Wildlife Service (ANPWS), as it was eventually proposed to parliament, was 

challenged at every level. The very idea of a nationally based parks and wildlife 

organisation was opposed by both political leaders and bureaucrats in the 

Australian states, which jealously guarded their constitutional rights to control 

wildlife and national parks. Political leaders in the NT, following their own 

ambitions to gain self-government (and, notwithstanding its low population of less 

than 200,000, eventually to become a seventh state of Australia), were even 

more critical of a nationally based conservation body (Heatley 1990:130-132). Its 

very presence thwarted what they saw as a key part of a self-governing territory, 

namely administration of the NT’s national parks.10 As with the proposals for 

                                            
9 In this period environmental protection legislation was comparatively novel. The United States 
had only created its Environmental Protection Authority in 1970, and many Australian states still 
had no such legislation. 
10 When it became clear that a nationally based parks and wildlife organisation was inevitable, in 
the period before self-government, political leaders eventually agreed to Kakadu, Uluru, and the 
McDonnell Ranges in Central Australia being listed as national reserves. Just before NT self-
government in 1978, Uluru and the whole area that was eventually to become Kakadu was 
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nationally based land rights legislation, establishment of an also nationally based 

conservation body was tantamount to giving (self-government) with the one 

hand, and taking away control of issues central to NT life with the other.11 Yet 

despite vociferous opposition from the NT and the states, the Bill was eventually 

passed in the opposition-controlled Senate, albeit with several amendments, and 

the park service that was ultimately to be the partner organisation in Kakadu’s 

joint management was thus established in March 1975 (Hill 1994:3). 

 

With the new legislation proclaimed, the government was quick to make a formal 

announcement of its intention to declare Kakadu National Park but, as former 

park service Deputy Director, Neville Gare (2005:45-46), notes, it was difficult for 

the new park service to gain much traction in the turbulent final months of life of 

the Whitlam Government. By the time the Whitlam Government was dismissed in 

highly controversial circumstances, in November 1975, it had initiated significant 

changes that would shape the life of Kakadu and its joint management. These 

changes included: environmental protection legislation and, in consequence, the 

Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry; draft legislation for land rights based on 

the Aboriginal Land Rights Commission12; establishment of a nationally based 

parks and wildlife service, and formal notice of intent to establish Kakadu itself; 

and self-government for the NT, the last of which was to provide a continuing 

voice for attacks on the Canberra-based park service and Aboriginal land rights. 

 

Putting the park in place  

Coming to office following the Whitlam Government’s dismissal in a period of 

economic difficulties, with industry slowing and wages threatening further 

                                                                                                                                  
reserved for retention by the national government, along with other ‘normal’ national 
responsibilities such as airports and defence areas. 
11 NT political leaders were successful in persuading the electors to show their disapproval of the 
ALP. In the elections that had been enabled by the Whitlam Government’s creation of a fully 
elected Legislative Assembly, not a single ALP candidate was elected in the nineteen member 
house (Heatley 1990:42). 
12 The Bill was introduced into the House of Representatives only a few weeks before the 
government was dismissed and it lapsed with the proroguing of parliament, but its effect was 
enduring.  
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declines in productivity, the government of Prime Minister Malcolm Fraser was 

intent on developing new export projects. Uranium mining assumed high priority, 

but Fraser wanted to ensure that nuclear safeguard issues were addressed and 

any development took place in a way that did not unduly damage and pollute the 

environment (as earlier NT uranium mines had done). As an astute politician 

dealing with a potentially risky project, he also wanted to avoid widespread 

accusations that his government was returning to statist developmentalism at any 

cost. Thus, although his government was regarded by some commentators as a 

‘mining interest itself’ (Rowse 2000:152), Fraser allowed the Ranger Uranium 

Environmental Inquiry to continue, and eventually his government implemented 

most of the commissioners’ recommendations (Commonwealth of Australia 

1977).13 Withstanding pressure from his more conservative colleagues and the 

mining industry, he surprised many by proceeding with Aboriginal land rights 

(Peterson 1982:448). The Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act 1976 

became law in January 1977, providing a vehicle for the proposed Kakadu 

National Park to be claimed by the traditional owners. The proclamation of that 

Act came just in time to allow Justice Fox, the senior member of the RUEI, to 

begin hearing the land claim in the following month. Satisfied that the claim met 

the requirements of the new law, the RUEI included a recommendation for title of 

the area to be granted to the traditional owners on the condition that the land was 

leased back to the state as national park.14 

 

In contrast to its approach to land rights, the new government was initially hostile 

to the newly created Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service. The 

                                            
13 These included stringent controls on the export of uranium, and a new government authority 
specifically charged with minimising pollution from the Ranger mine (and any possible future 
mines), the Office of the Supervising Scientist. Although the decision included allowance for the 
first stage of Kakadu, the government stopped short of commitment to the whole area, as 
recommended by the RUEI. It also disallowed another significant RUEI recommendation, that 
mine development should be sequential (RUEI 1977a:273), effectively allowing mining companies 
to continue with their development preparations and, notably, to continue negotiating with 
traditional owners (c.f. Levitus 2005a:31).  
14 There were several exceptions, such as small areas already leased and the area needed for 
the proposed regional centre that was eventually to become the town of Jabiru (Commonwealth 
of Australia 1977:Statement by Hon Ian Viner, p4; RUEI 1977a:330). 
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Australian states and NT-driven antagonism that had developed through the 

Whitlam years continued, and was enjoined by the same conservative forces 

brought to bear on the Land Rights Act. As senior park service officers of that 

time record (Gare 2005:45-46; Hill 1994:3-5), the service faced extinction before 

it got to its feet, hanging on precariously until the government approved a 

continuing role for it, one mainly oriented to international wildlife conservation 

activities and the development of national policies. Significantly, its role in the NT 

was to be limited to policy and planning, working in conjunction with the NT 

authorities (ANPWS 1977:1-2). The initial task of drafting the Cabinet minute that 

led to the ongoing role for the park service lay in part with the newly incumbent 

director, Emeritus Professor John Derrick Ovington, who had taken over the role 

on an interim basis in May 1976 and who was to play a dominant part in the 

park’s life later on.15 A distinguished biological scientist, having two doctorate 

degrees and a prodigious publication record in the United Kingdom before taking 

up the inaugural chair in forestry at the Australian National University, Ovington 

had become a division head in the Department of Conservation and Environment 

established by the Whitlam Government in 1974. Respected by Fraser, he was 

well placed to be an interim director and, having taken a liking to the job, was 

eventually appointed for a seven-year term in October 1977. His intellect, 

courage, tenacity and resourcefulness (sometimes pejoratively labelled as 

‘cunning’, ‘stubbornness’, and ‘ruthlessness’ by his detractors) were 

characteristics vital to steering the fledgling service into a position of influence 

with the government, and into the joint management partnership with Kakadu’s 

traditional owners. 

 

Ovington saw a major opportunity during the latter stages of the RUEI, to which 

he presented a positive view of cooperative arrangements between the park 

service and traditional owners (see e.g. RUEI 1977b:13062-13068). At a time 

                                            
15 Ovington later told me that although the initial drafts were prepared in conjunction with John 
Enfield, one of the deputy secretaries in the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet, Fraser 
himself wrote the final Cabinet proposal. Convinced of the need for such a government agency, 
the Prime Minister took a keen interest in the new ANPWS and, later, in Kakadu.  
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when the commissioners were seeking to reconcile the difficult articulations 

between the interests of mining, park and Aboriginal people, he impressed on 

them the value of the ANPWS as an effective policy and planning authority (see 

also Hill 1994:7). Between 1976 and 1978 he also established and cemented 

close personal relations with the Northern Land Council, especially its Chairman, 

Galarrwuy Yunupingu, and General Manager, Alex Bishaw – at a time when they 

too were struggling to manage the tensions between a government intent on 

mining and traditional owners who did not want the mining to proceed. The NLC’s 

attention focussed mainly on mining issues, Yunupingu and Bishaw valued a 

potential joint management partner who offered solutions to some of their 

difficulties, and presented as a better ally than most other parties. Anthropologist 

Nicolas Peterson (1982) notes the sense of the NLC’s actions in agreeing to the 

park: 
Adopting the view that the government could not be stopped on the Ranger mine, the 
Northern Land Council proposed an astute deal to the Inquiry. If Aboriginal ownership of 
the land were recognized, they would hand it back to the nation as a huge national park, 
many times larger than that originally proposed by the conservationists, on a long lease. 
This proposition was made in recognition of the outstanding environmental and 
recreational importance of the area to whites, and also because they realized that, with 
the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service running the park on terms agreed with 
the Northern Land Council, the people would have much greater control over white use of 
the region than they would ever have been able to exercise themselves…(1982:442). 
 

Peterson’s analysis captures the logic of the NLC positioning on sharing 

management, but it does not explain why it was the nationally based organisation 

with which it sought a relationship, rather than the NT based organisation.  

 

Part of the NLC choice derived from the wishes of the traditional owners 

themselves, who gave Bishaw clear instructions that the NLC was to negotiate 

with Canberra, not Darwin (RUEI 1977b:12899-12902). Their experience of 

Darwin had been mostly through some of the senior parks and wildlife officers 

who were about to transfer from the former Northern Territory Administration into 

the new NT Government. Whilst they valued the kindnesses and help of some 

individual local officers, they were not impressed by the general paternalism (and 

sometimes hostility) within the NT parks and wildlife organisation, as 

demonstrated by their own personal contacts, and affirmed by hearsay accounts 
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by NLC officers and other friends. The senior NLC people, especially Yunupingu 

and Bishaw, were also appreciative of the personal relationship they had been 

able to develop with Ovington. This contrasted with their formal and informal 

contact with the Territory Parks and Wildlife Commission in these formative 

years, reflected in the evidence of its director, Tom Hare, to the Ranger Uranium 

Environmental Inquiry – which suggested that only minimal attention would be 

given to the traditional owners’ interests.  

 

Notwithstanding the clear indications in the second RUEI report16 about the need 

to mediate Aboriginal interests with those of the outside world (RUEI 1977a:213, 

233), and the commissioners’ recommendations that the park should be vested 

in traditional owners and leased to the (Canberra-based) Director of National 

Parks (RUEI 1977a:334), it would have been all too easy for a government that 

had real doubts about the need for a nationally based park service to assign the 

park’s management to the fledgling NT Government. Yet Fraser and his 

ministers, intent on getting Ranger underway as soon as possible, saw 

advantage in keeping a potentially fractious NLC as happy as possible. 

Yunupingu and Bishaw continued to press the government for the Canberra-

based park service, not its NT counterpart. In one of the earlier signs of 

expression of Aboriginal agency that recurs throughout this thesis, they thus 

insisted that policy was of no use to them unless it was embodied in a person to 

whom they could relate. As anthropologist Patrick Sullivan (1996) observes: 
…Aborigines do not meet European administration as if it were neutral or natural; they 
meet it as a contingent and historically produced alien cultural system, with lesser claim 
on them than their own…(1996:46). 
 

By his actions Ovington appeared to understand the world-view of the Aboriginal 

people with whom he was dealing better than most senior officials, entering their 

universe in which long-term personal relationships hold sway.  

 

                                            
16 The issues relating to nuclear proliferation and disposal of radioactive waste had been dealt 
with a year earlier in the first report (RUEI 1976). 
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Although the NLC negotiators were not successful in gaining their wish to have 

provision for a jointly run board or committee in the park lease, as recommended 

by Justice Woodward (ALRC 1974a:92-93), they did insist on clauses that shut 

out the NT Government until, or unless, the traditional owners and the NLC  

approved a role for it (NLC and Director of National Parks and Wildlife 1978:3-

5).17 These clauses were to prove critical at later dates when, in answer to 

constant demands by the NT Government that Kakadu be ‘returned’ to it, the 

national governments of both Fraser himself and, later, John Howard, publicly 

toyed with the idea of delegating the park’s management to the NT. For its part, 

the Fraser Government was in a double bind. It wanted to please its newly 

installed conservative political colleagues in Darwin, but it also needed the 

agreement of traditional owners and the NLC for the other proposed uranium 

mines, Jabiluka and Koongarra, to start operations, and so deliver more of 

mining’s economic potential. Thus when, in 1981, the government’s Economic 

Review Committee headed by Treasurer Sir Phillip Lynch (dubbed the Razor 

Gang at the time) recommended transfer of Kakadu to the NT Government as a 

cost cutting measure, an irritated NLC immediately pointed out it would not agree 

to such a deal, and the government took the matter no further. 

 

The Razor Gang recommendations were a mark of the park’s ambiguous 

standing in the government’s eyes. There were other ambiguities. For example, 

Fraser himself continued to take a personal interest in Kakadu’s progress, and 

maintained regular contact with Ovington, supporting his initiative to make 

Kakadu Australia’s first nomination for inscription on the World Heritage List. On 

the other hand, there was a rapid turnover of environment ministers in the four 

years his government remained after Kakadu’s declaration (Senator Jim 

Webster, David Thomson, Bob Ellicott, Michael McKellar, Ian Wilson and Tom 

McVeigh – see Table 2.1). Reflecting the many changes of minister, the park 

budget for the start-up phase was parsimonious, and did not match the 

                                            
17 Under pressure to include the NT Government in some way, in 1980 the NLC agreed to 
secondment of NT rangers to Kakadu, to work under the direction of the ANPWS in accordance 
with the park lease conditions. 
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requirements for employing new staff or building park infrastructure (such as 

visitor facilities and accommodation for staff) from scratch. The evidence points 

to a government that saw the need to tolerate Kakadu, but not allow it to become 

too influential or powerful. 

 

The traditional owners, meanwhile, were generally pleased with the way the park 

worked. Notwithstanding budget difficulties, they saw a contrast between their 

previous treatment by disdainful senior NT parks and wildlife staff and the way 

they were respected by Ovington and the nationally based ANPWS officers, not 

just those in the park but those who visited from Darwin and Canberra as well. 

Fully cognisant of the need for the park service to form close bonds with 

traditional owners, Ovington sought out white staff with proven experience in 

working with Aboriginal people, privileging this ahead of park management 

experience. He also set significant store by the speedy delivery of commitments 

and promises, for example putting in place the first Aboriginal ranger training 

program in Australia, providing employment for traditional owners, and others 

nominated by them, and providing the same housing for Aboriginal and white 

rangers. Led by Toby Gangali, Mick Alderson and Bill Neidjie, many traditional 

owners joined the employment of the park service and even more were actively 

involved in park activity. I say more about the interactions between the white 

officers of the park service and the traditional owners in Chapter 5. 

 

A new political stance – thirteen years of ALP Government  

By the time the Fraser Government lost office it had been successful in launching 

Ranger but negotiations for starting up the Jabiluka and Koongarra mines were 

still in progress. These negotiations had put traditional owners under 

considerable strain as they sought to balance out the advantages that the new 

mines would bring, such as increased royalty income, and disadvantages such 

as further disruptions accruing from a substantially increased white workforce. 

Individual views and the often-fragile consensuses changed over the period of 
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the negotiations.18 All that was about to change with the election of an Australian 

Labor Party Government. In opposition the ALP had retreated from its former 

position of qualified support for uranium mining, a position it had while in 

government, to one of complete prohibition in 1979 (ALP 1979:135). Realising 

that such a position appealed to only a minority of electors the party changed 

direction again at the 1982 National Conference (ALP 1982:135-138). Faced with 

the mines in production at Ranger and Narbarlek (in Arnhemland, about twenty 

kilometres east of Gunbalanya), and the recently approved uranium/other 

minerals ore-body at Olympic Dam in South Australia, the ALP decided on a 

pragmatic, if not logical, solution. In allowing existing uranium mines to continue 

operating but disallowing further approvals, the so-called ‘three mines policy’ 

came into being.19 With the government bound by its own platform to stop the 

proposed new mining proposals in their tracks, the new policy had an immediate 

effect on Kakadu’s traditional owners, and on the park itself. 

 

The policy’s implementation called for particular attention to the NT by the new 

national government. Already frustrated by the perceived delays to the additional 

uranium mines it advocated, the NT Government regarded cancellation of 

Jabiluka and Koongarra as an affront – ‘sheer hypocrisy’ as Chief Minister Paul 

Everingham called it (Heatley 1990:146). Aware of the very small population for 

which it spoke, and the NT’s long-standing mendicant fiscal status (c.f. Lea 

                                            
18 The Fraser Government ignored the RUEI recommendations on the question of further mining. 
Concerned mainly about the social conditions of the Aboriginal people, the RUEI believed that 
mining development should be ‘sequential’, that is one mine should be mined out before another 
started. It even recommended against a start-up for Koongarra altogether (Levitus 2005a:31; 
RUEI 1977a:273,330). This was subverted by the persistence of the mining companies into the 
field. Their officers continued to circulate through the area, engaging with traditional owners 
whenever the opportunity arose, and frequently seeking them out for discussions that 
presupposed the mining projects were inevitable. The question of Jabiluka was formally brought 
forward by the land claim made for the large Kakadu Stage 2 area (of about 7,000 square 
kilometres). The Jabiluka project area was included within the claim and its then owners, 
Pancontinental Mining, agreed not to oppose the claim if traditional owners agreed to negotiate a 
start for the mine. With the traditional owners’ apparent consent (although as we see later, current 
traditional owners claim that such consent was given under duress), the NLC agreed to this deal 
and started negotiations to mine Jabiluka in 1981. 
19 Maintained by the ALP throughout its period in government, the ‘three mines policy’ became a 
frequent target of the political opposition and sections of the press, both of whom reminded the 
public, at every available opportunity, that it was illogical and inconsistent.   
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2006), the NT Government looked to any form of industry to shore up its 

economy. Put simply, it would be smart politics for Canberra to find some form of 

economic alternative, such as tourism. And what might drive an increased 

tourism industry better than the attraction of unique natural features? As it 

happened the new Minister for the Environment, Barry Cohen, had taken note of 

the value of national parks for a tourism-based economy while visiting Africa 

while he was in political opposition a few years earlier. In opposition, he had also 

experienced an epiphany during a visit to Kakadu, as he told me later: 
I went up to Kakadu… while I was Shadow Minister, in 1980, and then I made a series of 
visits from the time I was Minister, the first in the winter of 1983…because it was one of 
the places that excited me. I’m not a religious person but there were three occasions 
when I was really inspired. One was Victoria Falls, one of the most uplifting, exhilarating, 
awe-inspiring experiences I have ever had. Another time was when I flew, in ’85, from 
Dunedin to Milford Sound…that was breathtaking. The other one was when I first flew in 
a helicopter up over the Alligator Rivers and Yellow Water. …I hadn’t really got an 
appreciation of Kakadu until then. I was overwhelmed by the sheer beauty of the place, 
and it was at that point I realised that probably more than anywhere else, firstly that there 
might be a God, and secondly that he’d done a good job at least in those three 
places…and I felt that what was needed then was a substantial amount of investment, by 
the government, to ensure that the people who visited the place got a full appreciation of 
what was there, and that needed to be done by providing decent roads, rangers’ facilities, 
interpretation, and all the other things that make a great national park…20 
 

Working in conjunction with Ovington and his ANPWS officers Cohen put a major 

submission to Cabinet for the development of Kakadu on the basis of its tourism 

potential and associated economic benefits. Through this he gained a substantial 

increase in capital works and operations budgets, and approval in principle to 

treble the size of the park in line with the RUEI recommendations, both of which 

moves served to boost morale in the park substantially. Stage 2 was created in 

1984, with Stage 3 added in three tranches between 1987 and 1991 (Figure 2.4 - 

see also DNP 2008:101).21 

 

Other measures instituted by the national government, like the nominations of the 

additional stages for the world heritage list – nominations contested by both the 

NT Government and the mining industry (Aplin 2004:156-157) – ensured that by  

                                            
20 Interview T17 – 2 January 2006 – emphasis his. 
21 Technically, further relatively small former gold mining leases were incorporated into the Stage 
3 area in 2007 (DNP 2008:101). 
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Stage 3 

Stage 1 

Stage 2 

Stage 1 – northern section

 
       Approx scale: I_____I 
                   20 km 
Figure 2.4: Development of Kakadu by stages: Stage 1 proclaimed in 1979, in 
two sections, including a northern area; Stage 2 in 1984; and Stage 3 at several 
dates between 1987 and 1991. (Maps: Google Imagery, 2009 and 
UNEP/WCMC/IUCN). 
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the early 1990s Kakadu received regular coverage in the national press. By then 

another controversy had arisen over whether a small envelope of land around the 

former uranium mines of the 1950s and 60s, centred on Coronation Hill, should 

be excluded from the about-to-be-declared Stage 3 so that mining for precious 

metals could proceed.22 While the government eventually decided not to allow 

that mining, and completed the declaration of the whole park, the early months of 

1991 were marked by almost daily press reports that ensured Kakadu’s iconic 

status in the national imaginary. As Barry Cohen told me, ‘[members of the 

public] now talk about it as if they’d been there ten times, and they’ve known it all 

their life…’23, contrasting this with how even eminent public opinion leaders were 

completely ignorant about the existence of Kakadu when he first became the 

Minister.  

 

Kakadu’s increasing fame had the effect that it now had to perform as a real 

national park, and to manage for the increasing numbers of visitors who were 

coming to see it. The average compounded growth rate for the period 1980, 

when there were an estimated 20,000 visitors, to 1994 when there were 240,000 

(ANCA 1995:19), was only slightly less than twenty per cent per year. Growth 

was especially high between 1982 and 1988, when the average was over thirty 

per cent (ANPWS 1989:12).24 It produced rapid changes in the way the park 

worked. Now the rush was on to put in place enough toilets and other minimal 

comforts for visitors, let alone roads, tracks and visitor information in areas that 

are flooded during the wet season, and otherwise hard to access. Rangers had 

to keep up with escalating demands for services and explain to visitors why these 

took time to put in place. Traditional owners were faced with more and more 

                                            
22 The inclusion of Stage 3 drew into prominence a different group of traditional owners, people 
whose ancestors spoke Jawoyn as their language. Although, as Francesca Merlan told me later, 
some of the Stage 1 traditional owners like Toby Gangali had maintained contact with members 
of this group, most of them were unknown to the Gundjeihmi speaking traditional owners of Stage 
1 and so the Stage 3 created a need for a certain amount of social adjustment around the park’s 
formal institutions such as the Board.   
23 Interview T17 – 2 January 2006. 
24 Many insiders give a great deal of the credit for Kakadu’s sudden popularity to the 1986 film, 
Crocodile Dundee, much of which was set in Kakadu.  
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requests from tour operators to visit particular places, and bushwalkers seeking 

to access sacred sites or places to which unacceptable risks were attached, and 

were obliged to share their fishing places with the new crowds.25 It was as if the 

pressures arising out of tourism had directly replaced those of the mining 

companies. Although increased visitation was probably inevitable, it was 

accelerated by the park’s increasing fame, in turn at least partly a consequence 

of government policy.  

 

By the time it left office in 1996, the ALP Government under Prime Ministers 

Hawke and Keating (who had assumed the prime-ministership in 1991) had 

made Kakadu into a quite different institution. Its area now three times its 1983 

size, all of it World Heritage listed, it had gone from relative obscurity to iconic 

national status. The government had made this happen through much bigger 

budgets, increased employment for both Aborigines and whites, construction of 

beautiful public buildings like the new headquarters designed by Pritzker Prize 

winning architect Glenn Murcutt,26 and promotion of this park as an object of 

value in its own right (c.f. Ovington 1986). Kakadu had been created as an 

important instrument in the implementation of the ALP policy to contain uranium 

mining. The government recognised that the changes it was bringing to Kakadu 

were affecting the lives of traditional owners, and although it made some 

decisions without prior consultation – for example when Prime Minister Hawke 

announced the addition of Stage 2 in 1984, and when Environment Minister 

Graham Richardson announced the introduction of visitor fees in 1988 – most 

ministers tried to adopt a benevolent policy stance towards them. Indeed, there 

were some striking examples of goodwill. For instance, Environment Minister Ros 

Kelly approved the entirety of Kakadu being managed as if it were Aboriginal 

land, even though only about half of it had been successfully claimed. 

 
                                            
25 The challenges faced by traditional owners in managing access within the park are analysed by 
anthropologist Lisa Palmer (2001; 2004a; 2004b). 
26 The Pritzker Prize is widely regarded as the world’s most prestigious award for architecture. 
Based partly on his work on the Kakadu Headquarters/visitor centre building, Murcutt won the 
prize in 2002, the only Australian so far to have done so.  
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In theory at least, the most positive policy shift in favour of traditional owners was 

the legislation that enabled the establishment of ‘formal power sharing’, as 

Weaver (1991:313) described it, in the form of the Board of Management which 

first met in 1989. Called for by many people over the years since it had first been 

advocated by Justice Woodward (e.g. Tatz 1982:154-155; Toyne 1994:48-58; 

von Sturmer 1984:84-85), and finally by a joint parliamentary committee 

(Australia: Commonwealth Parliament 1988:220-221), now the entanglements 

between the traditional owners and the state were formalised within a Western 

governance structure. 

 

Kakadu and its third government – 1996-2007   

The ALP Government of Prime Minister Paul Keating was defeated at the polls 

on 2 March 1996. Although the nation had been slowly emerging from recession 

the pace of economic growth was still sluggish and the new Liberal-National 

coalition government was intent on its stimulation by removing perceived 

obstacles, swiftly defined for them by the NT Chief Minister, Shane Stone. Two 

days after the election, in an article headed KAKADU, U-MINES ON STONE 
AGENDA, the Northern Territory News reported: 

The NT Government would maintain the pressure on Canberra, Chief Minister Shane 
Stone pledged yesterday. Mr Stone said statehood, ownership [sic] of Kakadu and Uluru 
national parks, the three-mines Uranium policy, and a Darwin-Alice Springs railway were 
among issues he would place before the Howard government. The coalition has indicated 
support for the NT Government’s position in all four key policy areas…27  
 

By then the conservative NT Government had been in power for nearly twenty- 

two years, throughout which it had endured the irritation, sometimes humiliation, 

of almost no involvement in the management of the Territory’s two premier tourist 

icons, Uluru and Kakadu. 

 

Whilst the park service had the general support of the traditional owners and the 

NLC that represented them, that very support indicated all that was wrong with 

the service so far as the NT Government and most of its electors were 

                                            
27 Northern Territory News, Monday 4 March 1996, p3. 
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concerned. An institution that should never have been allowed to exist, the 

Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service and its descendant, the Australian 

Nature Conservation Agency, had survived against the odds in the days of the 

Fraser Government and then flourished under the ALP Government. The NT 

Government ministers thought it had to be cut down to size, preferably 

exterminated. Not only was it seen as symbolic of all that was against statist 

developmentalism ideals held so dear in the NT, it was also perceived to take an 

active stance against even more tourism and the economic benefits that came 

with that. Moreover, although the park service had had nothing at all to do with 

the formulation of the outgoing government’s policy, it was perceived by many 

NT voters to be inseparable from the ALP’s anti-mining stance. Without any real 

knowledge about how traditional owner-white staff relationships worked, many 

outsiders nevertheless suspected that white staff unduly influenced traditional 

owners’ decisions – not only about park issues like visitor access but also their 

attitudes to mining.  

 

The new government was about to approach the mining and park issues 

differently. Whilst it was quick to affirm its pre-election stance in abolishing the 

ALP’s ‘three mines’ policy (which, in effect, meant de-mothballing Jabiluka, the 

largest of the ore-bodies surrounded by Kakadu), it was coy about what might be 

done with Kakadu’s management. To some extent any government 

announcement that might have been intended was gazumped by a vigorous 

series of exchanges between NT Chief Minister Stone and the traditional owners, 

who received strong NLC support. Within days of Stone’s claim for ownership of 

Kakadu, NLC Chairman Galarrwuy Yunupingu had told the Northern Territory 

News that he feared the new government would tamper with Aboriginal rights, 

and the newspaper’s front-page headlines announced ‘KAKADU THREAT: 
WE’LL SHUT PARK…Angry owners warn Stone’.28 Once again both the NLC 

and traditional owners were threatening the use of those vital clauses that had 

been agreed to by the Fraser Government nearly two decades earlier. They did 

                                            
28 Northern Territory News, Wednesday 6 March 1996, p4 and Thursday 7 March, p1. 
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not want ‘their’ park service tampered with, nor did they welcome the possibility 

of NT Government intrusion. The NLC and the NT Government continued the 

debate through the press for several weeks before the new national 

government’s Environment Minister Senator Robert Hill commented, just after 

meeting Mr Stone on his way back to Canberra from the Alligator Rivers, that he 

thought NT management of Kakadu was a ‘reasonable aspiration’ but that the 

government also needed to take the traditional owners’ views into account.29  

 

In the following months, while the public debate focussed on the Jabiluka 

question, the government quietly took the first steps to abolish the Australian 

Nature Conservation Agency (ANCA), the re-badged successor to the ANPWS. 

Like their NT counterparts, national government ministers thought that the park 

service was altogether too close to the previous government and its policies. As 

part of its claim to be offering a new approach to environmental protection, 

ostensibly based less on rhetoric and more on actual achievement, the 

government announced that it would create completely new legislation to replace 

most, if not all, national environmental laws, many of which had been in 

existence since the days of the Whitlam Government. Administratively, it folded 

the park service into the main environment department, so that although the 

ANCA still existed in name, the park service was no longer a separate entity. 

Passing new environmental legislation was a much more difficult issue for the 

government. By the time the new legislation, the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Bill, was ready for debate in parliament nearly three 

years had elapsed and the second Howard Government was already in place.30 

 

In those three years a high level of public attention to Kakadu had been 

maintained, once again through the controversies surrounding mining, this time 

around Jabiluka. The determination of the government and the ore-body’s new 

                                            
29 Northern Territory News, Friday 5 April 1996, p6. 
30 At only 2 years and 8 months, the life of the first government was shorter than normal. The 
EPBC Bill had been introduced into parliament in 1998 but lapsed, and was not reintroduced and 
seriously debated until the middle of 1999. 
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owners (Norths Limited, the company with a majority shareholding in Ranger) to 

get the new mine into production was severely tested. First, there were the 

government’s opponents in the Senate who out-numbered government 

members. Then there was an array of conservation NGOs that gained 

considerable media cover in their efforts to oppose the mine. Finally, there were 

the traditional owners themselves, notably Yvonne Margarula, the eldest 

daughter of original patriarch Toby Ganagli. Regarding the NLC as ambivalent 

and tricky on the Jabiluka issue, she seized control of it, expressing her 

unambiguous opposition in a number of ways and through several devices that 

were novel to other Aboriginal leaders in the region. She made good use of the 

association she led, the Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation (GAC, formally 

representing the Mirarr Gundjeihmi clan), appointing her activist relative, Jacqui 

Katona, as the corporation’s Executive Officer (see e.g. Katona 1999). Backed by 

other members of the Mirarr Gundjeihmi clan, these women established a 

website that vigorously proclaimed opposition to the proposed mining.31 

Energetically engaging with Aboriginal and green activists throughout Australia, 

they organised, and participated in, protest meetings, blockaded official 

meetings, and sponsored a national week of anti-Jabiluka action in July 1987. 

They also hosted thousands of activists in a protest camp on their land, mainly 

during 1998.32 In a strategic coup, they took the protest offshore, to the World 

                                            
31 The website (http://www.mirarr.net/history.html - accessed 17 January 2008) extensively lists 
Yvonne’s, and the Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation’s, arguments for opposing Jabiluka, e.g.: 
‘Yvonne has opposed Jabiluka since becoming Senior Traditional Owner in the late 1980’s. She 
maintains her deceased father instructed her to protect the Jabiluka site despite the 1982 
Agreement. In 1992 she and other Mirarr instructed the NLC that the Mirarr and other Aboriginal 
people did not wish for the mine to proceed. In 1994 she wrote to the Australian Labor Party 
urging them not to change their policy on the non-development of Jabiluka. The Mirarr opposition 
prevailed until the election of the conservative Howard Government in 1996…’  
32 Some of the protesters were arrested and gaoled for trespass on to the mine site, as was 
Margarula herself (for trespassing on her own land, as some observers note). The protest was 
considerably assisted by the enrolment of Australian rock music groups, Midnight Oil and Yothu 
Yindi, both of which performed on the protest site. The ‘on-the-ground’ liaisons were not 
altogether harmonious and happy, and some protesters found the experience of meeting ‘real 
Aboriginal people’ for the first time unsatisfactory, as Palmer (2001:56) notes: ’The campaign to 
halt Jabiluka involved both internally and externally ascribed essentialist ideas. Both the Mirrar 
and environmental groups portrayed an ideal construction of Aboriginality, and this was a strategy 
that successfully attracted protesters to the region and engaged public support. However, it was 
also a practice that relied on the power of stereotypes in a situation where people would be there 
’on the ground’ testing imagined images of each other’. 
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Heritage Bureau (WHB), a section of UNESCO, on the grounds that the mining 

would place the World Heritage status of Kakadu at risk (Aplin 2004; Trebeck 

2007). The combined effect of these actions failed to stop the company from 

gaining the necessary environmental approvals and initiating mining, but it did 

have the effect of maintaining public focus on Kakadu.33 

 

When the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Bill was ready 

for debate in 1999, many senators, their attention on Kakadu sharpened by the 

Jabiluka issues, targeted those clauses that related to Kakadu in particular. Once 

the government recognised it could not achieve its preferred position, which was 

to delegate management to the NT authorities, it now set about formally 

abolishing the park service, including the position of Director, and making 

provision for a NT Government representative to sit on the Board. Since 

Ovington’s retirement in 1989, the ANPWS and ANCA had been led by Dr Peter 

Bridgewater. Although not so well known to the traditional owners, Bridgewater 

maintained the regular connections Ovington had created between them and the 

government. Despite the position then carrying greater responsibilities, he had 

personally attended most Board meetings and spent enough time with key 

people for them to feel that he was part of their universe. The Bill’s first draft yet 

again drew threat of legal action by the NLC and opposition from traditional 

owners, led by Board Chairman, Mick Alderson. No longer the politically naïve 

young man he had been when thrust into an important role during the Ranger 

and Kakadu negotiations back in 1979, Alderson was now a seasoned and 

skilled negotiator. Knowing he was on sound legal footing, he now insisted that 

Senator Hill should come to the park to explain the government’s position. 

 

                                            
33 Only enough ore for ‘test milling purposes’ was dug out and sent away. The traditional owners 
refused to allow the company to transport ore to its Ranger mill, which the company claimed as 
being the only economic way of treating it, and mining lapsed. GAC persisted in its efforts to close 
the mine and, in 2003, succeeded in persuading the mine’s then new owners, the giant RTZ 
Corporation which had purchased Norths’ interests, to agree it would not mine until (fresh) 
traditional owner consent was obtained, and to fill in the mine shaft. Thus despite its proactivity, 
and all Senator Hill’s efforts in particular, the Howard Government ultimately failed in its bid to 
enlarge the uranium mining effort in the Kakadu area (see also Trebeck 2007). 
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After Senator Hill bargained with Mick Alderson and his fellow Board members, 

the NLC, and opposing parties in a Senate where the government did not have a 

majority, the Environment Protection and Biodiversity Conservation Act was 

finally passed in June 1999. The position of Director had been maintained, only it 

was now to be a ministerial appointment known as the Director of National Parks. 

But the service was still abolished (formalising its diminished powers during the 

previous three years), reduced to a smaller divisional group dedicated to 

supporting the Director. Provision for an NT Government representative on the 

Board would remain, with the minor compromise that this representative would 

be now subject to the nominee meeting Board approval before appointment.34 

Whilst the government did not succeed in achieving its first objective, namely, 

handing the state’s role in joint management to the NT, it had achieved an 

important part of what it wanted. Through its incorporation into the divisional 

structure of a mainstream government department, the park service and its joint 

management activities were now so much more legible to the Minister and his 

trusted senior bureaucrats. This is how the park’s governance remained until the 

Howard Government lost office in late in 2007, and no major changes have been 

made by the ALP Government of Prime Minister Kevin Rudd so far. 

 

Conclusion – traditional owners and executive government 

This chapter has not only demonstrated the increasing presence of the state in 

Kakadu, but also how successive governments have used the park as an 

instrument of their own policy positions. On some occasions, and in some issues, 

the executive government has dominated the traditional owners, while on others 

the traditional owners have been able to get at least part of what they wanted in 

some of the highest bargaining forums of the country. That they have done so 

points to the capacities of some key individuals like Yvonne Margarula and Mick 

Alderson, and their preparedness to fight for their interests. Yet their capacity to 

fight successfully is also framed by the nature of the state itself. This goes to the 
                                            
34 After all Hill’s efforts, the NT Government itself refused to nominate a representative. It was not 
until 2003 that, two years after a change of government in the NT, ALP Chief Minister Claire 
Martin took the first steps in the nomination process. 
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actions of successive executive governments, first as they devolved powers in 

ways that constrained the governments that followed them. Here we have seen a 

number of such devolutions, for instance the Fraser Government decision to go 

along with Aboriginal land ownership, and then the conditions of the lease to 

which it agreed, both of which enabled traditional owners to take some measure 

of control. As well, both the Fraser and Hawke governments agreed to nominate 

Kakadu for the World Heritage list, an instrument that was later used to 

embarrass the Howard Government (Aplin 2004), and to assist traditional owners 

in their fights to gain public acknowledgement of their positions.  

 

That such devolution by executive governments hemmed in the options available 

to their successors did not, of course, constrain the successors entirely. Indeed, 

the Howard Government’s administrative move to abolish the formal park service 

had significant impacts. It had made the park service more transparent, more 

legible, and thus more governable, than it had been previously. And through 

these means the administrative gaze over the traditional owners was so much 

more coherent and concerted than it had been. In his work on the controlling 

state, James Scott (1998) discusses the importance of legibility, the propensity of 

states to gather and interpret information about citizens in the process of 

governance. Elaborating further on Foucault’s exposition of the panopticon35, 

Scott argues that the historical state aspired to see more clearly and thus: 

‘Society became an object that the state might manage and transform with a view 

toward perfecting it’ (Scott 1998:92). For Senator Hill and the others of the 

government it was not so much a case of making visible what Scott calls society, 

as making visible and governable one of the state’s own organisations and its 

interactions with very specific groups, the traditional owners of jointly managed 

parks.  

 

                                            
35 Drawing on Jeremy Bentham’s physical design of the prison, its central tower in which the all-
seeing and all-knowing guards looked out on the inmates of cells in a multi-tiered annulus, 
Foucault (1979:250 and Plate 3) develops it extensively as a device to portray the power of one 
person (or small group of people) over many others. 
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In these three decades we have also witnessed a small group of traditional 

owners emerge from a position where the idiosyncratic lifestyles of one or two of 

its members attracted the occasional attention of adventurers like David 

Attenborough, to one where, alongside their now famous park, they have held 

the national (and even international) spotlight for weeks at a time. Where once 

they were spoken to condescendingly they now spoke, and were treated, as 

equals when the occasion demanded, not just with white bureaucrats and 

company officers but also with the government’s most senior ministers – in some 

periods very frequently. Over the years some of them have been in a position to 

negotiate and argue with ministers and senior officials in ways that elude all but 

those who rank among the inner circles of political leaders. Perhaps the best 

example of such access was the 1999 duelling between Mick Alderson and 

Robert Hill about the proposed provisions of the new Act.36 This is not to 

understate the difficulties traditional owners experience in exerting powers when 

they feel that is necessary, an issue to which I return in later chapters. 

 

Contradicting this sense of familiarity and even intimacy between traditional 

owners and the state’s upper echelon we also see examples of how ministers 

and prime ministers have occasionally taken actions that threatened the very 

fabric of joint management – Prime Minister Hawke’s announcement to add 

Stage 2 in 1984, before any views were sought from traditional owners, and 

Minister Richardson’s similar action to introduce fees for park use in 1988, for 

instance. In yet another example of such disregard for joint management, Prime 

Minister Howard announced the abolition of these same fees in 2004, the income 

from which traditional owners had been paid a share. Each of these actions 

annoyed and insulted the very people with whom the state was in the joint 

management arrangement. Sometimes the irritation was simply because change 

would be announced in the press before they even been told, let alone asked. 

Sometimes there was more at stake than such sidelining. Mimicking the 

                                            
36 Hill’s respect for Alderson through this period is illustrated by his decision, despite other 
ministerial commitments, to attend the latter’s funeral later in 1999. 
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concerns of the government over issues of impression management, traditional 

owners perceived they were likely to take the blame for the introduction of the 

unpopular entry fees and were horrified by the potential consequences of an 

already alienated white Darwin public being further antagonised.37 Likewise, one 

of the traditional owners was so deeply offended by Howard’s move to abolish 

fees that he did not seek reappointment to the Board as a consequence. He had 

not only been publicly humiliated by the government’s failure to negotiate or at 

the very least inform, but also had the task of trying to explain to angry 

countrymen about the threatened loss of their share of gate takings.  

 

The account so far has been focussed on the role of the executive government 

part of the state as it has interacted with traditional owners. The evidence of this 

chapter is that specific periodic encounters with members of the executive 

government have become a way of life for traditional owners, just as the 

instruments created by executive governments frame important parts of the 

traditional owners’ lives. The way in which these entanglements have occurred 

is, of course, not of itself the answer to Julie’s original question, ‘What is it, this 

joint management thing?’ Yet it is a critical part of that answer and contextualises 

the following chapters that closely examine this question from different angles 

and apertures, starting with the Board of Management, and then day-to-day 

operations and other aspects of the park’s work life. 

 
37 Interview T25 – 25 October 2006. 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Chapter 3: 
The Board of Management  

 





The Murcutt building and the Board 

Designed by award-winning architects, Glenn Murcutt and Darwin-based Troppo 

Designs, the park headquarters building is one of the most beautiful and clever 

pieces of architecture I have ever seen, let alone had the pleasure of working 

within. It has spaces for many functions: offices for the park manager and staff; 

board room; reading room for visitors; visitor information desk; audio visual 

rooms; extensive and well-designed displays that provide visitors with information 

about the park; café; and a shop that sells Aboriginal art and books about the 

park. The main roof, curved so as to mimic the bark roofs of traditional Aboriginal 

wet season shelters, envelops the air-conditioned offices and other areas that 

need to be cooled, as well as the open spaces of walkways and assembly areas, 

including the café. The architects incorporated many other features of park 

landscape and traditional life into a building that has been justly admired by 

thousands of people since it first opened in 1995. Lovely as it is to me and other 

Westerners, and incorporating so many features of Aboriginal life as it does, 

many Aboriginal people find it uncomfortable and alienating. Aboriginal Board 

members, for example, prefer to meet in the training room of the decaying, and 

rather messy, ‘old’ headquarters building opened by Prime Minister Fraser in 

1982, about thirty metres away across the pathway, rather than meeting in the 

purpose-built room in the beautiful modern building. They claim old as ‘theirs’, 

whereas the beautiful newer building is not.   

 

I had cause once again to reflect on the Murcutt building’s beautiful features as I 

sat for much of a wet March day in 2006 in the open café area. I had sat there 

many times as park manager and since. It was always an ideal place to go with 

official visitors or staff when the office seemed inappropriately formal. In the dry 

season there were always tourists about, and it was sometimes hard to find a 

table when two or more coaches had just arrived. The breeze blows through the 

open shady space. Sometimes it carries the diluted smoke of a distant fire. I 

often muse on the incongruity of that smell, so characteristic of the twenty or so 

dry seasons of my life in the NT, and the alternate, now ubiquitous, aroma of the 
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mini cups of pure espresso favoured by visitors from Europe. On this March day, 

in the middle of a monsoonal flow, the air was cool, even occasionally chilly, as 

the water flowed off the roof in a continuous curtain well away from the cafe. 

There was no bushfire smoke of course, but the smell of espresso percolated the 

humid air. This time I was waiting for one of the members of the Board of 

Management who wanted to talk to me. ‘Hang around’, he had said, ‘I’m in the 

meeting now but I hope I can break away from it’. I had walked over to the 

building from Jabiru for a completely different purpose but this was an 

opportunity that should not be passed up, and so I ‘hung around’ for most of the 

day, as anthropologists do when there is the chance of a scoop.  

 

During the first hour or two I was spotted from time to time by friendly members 

of staff and other Board members who came over to chat. Many had not seen me 

for a while, and so there was some catching up to do. That activity died down 

after the flurry around lunchtime and I was left alone to wait, reading, taking 

notes, and watching. Typical for that time of the year there were very few park 

visitors and the waiting was punctuated mostly by individual Board members as 

they trudged sedately, heads bowed, from the old headquarters building through 

the rain into the open space in front of the visitor desk, and then on to the park 

office at the back of the building, about fifty metres away. These office visits had 

various practical purposes, for example to collect sitting fees, to make 

arrangements for travel back home (since many of them lived long distances 

away from Jabiru and needed to stay for two or three nights), and to talk to park 

officials. Some members came out of the meeting more than once, sometimes all 

the way to the office, and sometimes just to smoke or chat to another member or 

a relative on the verandah at the back of the old building. The pattern of routine 

weariness and boredom that was on display as members came and went 

reminded me of the meetings I attended every three months or so, and 

sometimes more often, while I was park manager. 
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In those times I was required to pay attention to the agenda and the business at 

hand. I was not being paid to sit and watch. Yet it was hard to escape the sense 

of ennui pervading the room. Members of the Board’s Aboriginal majority sat in 

polite disattention, as Goffman (1974:202-210) labels it, periodically leaving for 

some minor purpose. Leaving most of the talking to members of the frequent 

visiting delegations, the handful of white members, and one or two of their own 

number, most Aborigines intervened only rarely. These were the same people 

who, in situations away from these meetings and the park’s formal workplaces 

generally, were capable of lively engagement, story-telling, humour, quiet 

confrontation, and passionate anger. Although it is hard to find much laughter in 

the Kakadu workplace generally, Board meetings seemed to bring about 

additional grimness – the kind of sullen boredom that shows that participants are 

there against their better judgement. The actual practice of meetings was so 

strikingly different from the idealised rhetoric about this proclaimed location of 

‘formal power sharing’ (Weaver 1991:313), the very linchpin of joint 

management. 

 

The idea of the Board was originally conceived by the Aboriginal Land Rights 

Commission in 1974 (ALRC 1974a) as a means of redressing perceived 

Aboriginal disadvantage in areas where conservation interests had already been 

claimed, or were about to be.1 The ALRC made several recommendations about 

how boards might work, noting that although ‘it is difficult to make precise 

suggestions as to how joint management can be best achieved…’ (1974a:93), 

there should be: 

(i)   a group of Aborigines working together on any such board; 

(ii)   they should be entitled to the confidence of numbers; 

(iii)    they should not be out-voted by conservation interests without the 

benefit of an outside arbitrator; 

                                            
1 The commission used three different terms for its general proposal: jointly constituted 
committee, management committee, and board (see ALRC 1974a:c.f. 91-93 and 170-171). 
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(iv) they should not be over-ruled unless there was a very powerful case         

for conservation.  

Arguably more important than those practical recommendations was the 

symbolism of equality enshrined in the idea of power sharing between the state 

(representing the dominant white population) and the traditional owners. Indeed, 

symbolism is central to most arguments for the primacy and centrality of the 

‘board idea’ over the last two decades (see e.g. Birckhead et al. 1992; de Lacy & 

Lawson 1997:157,167; Press & Lawrence 1995:9-14; Smyth 2001; Wellings 

2007:95-96; Woenne-Green et al. c 1994:272-282). Just the fact that it is there, 

with a large Aboriginal majority, seems to satisfy these commentators.  The 

state’s relinquishing considerable powers in favour of traditional owners seems to 

go hand in hand with a presumption that this institution will work as some meta-

state, taking its place in the orderly processes of governance, as idealised by 

Max Weber (e.g. 1968:941- 958). Under such a presumed model, one should 

see the Board as being at the pinnacle of joint management, subject only to the 

democratically elected government in the last resort, positioned to wield greatest 

power and assume commensurately greatest responsibility for the park. 

 

These assumptions that a board with an Aboriginal majority taking its place within 

some Weberian order had been questioned well before this institution was 

established. Weaver, for example, proffered the following caveat from her field 

experience of the mid 1980s: 
By “joint-mechanisms” for policy, planning and management, I mean “formal power 
sharing” between government agencies and Aboriginal people or their representatives in 
such a way that the Aboriginal people owning the land have an equal chance to 
determine decisions, on an ongoing basis, as the park agencies. This implies that 
Aboriginals have the resources (knowledge, skills, time, authority, etc) to bring to the 
decision-making process and the capacity to use these resources…(1991:313 - 
emphasis mine). 
 

Earlier still, in 1958, Stanner made a parallel observation in a keynote address to 

Australian anthropologists. At the time he was discussing the effectiveness of the 

(then) new policy of assimilation. His argument then was such a policy presumed 

that Aboriginal people would have ‘to cease to be themselves’ (1979a:41). This, 
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he argued, included the twin difficulties: first, that they wished to do so; and 

second, that they would have to know how to do it: 
Let us leave aside the question that they may not want to, and the possibility…that very 
determined forces of opposition will appear. Suppose they do not know how to cease to 
be themselves?…(1979a:50). 
 

Stanner extends Weaver’s caveat, challenging not only the assumption of know-

how but also the wish to use any such acquired know-how in ways that suit the 

processes of governance and symbolic equalisation created by the state through 

legislation.  

 

In Chapter 2 we saw how Aboriginal social structures had been disrupted in the 

processes of colonisation in the Alligator Rivers region. For example, numbers 

had shrunk to only about four per cent of those in pre-contact times, and 

traditional ceremonial life had been significantly reduced. Nevertheless traditional 

owners had almost no familiarity with the structures and procedures of the 

modern democratic state. Certainly, their lives were increasingly affected by the 

presence of white people, but outside the hierarchical order found within family 

groups there was no need for overarching formal governance. Relationships 

between these vestigial family groups were non-hierarchical, resembling the 

patterns among less disrupted traditional groups studied in the 1950s by 

anthropologists Mervyn Meggitt (1962:242-247) in the desert, and Lester Hiatt 

(1965:141-147) near Maningrida in Arnhemland, and even later by Geoffrey 

Bagshaw (1977:5-8) in the 1970s. Those same loosely knit, non-hierarchical, 

decision-making structures prevailed when the park was declared in 1979, and 

whilst traditional owners have since been exposed to the decision-making 

processes of the state – through the negotiations leading to the mining and park 

agreements, and the processes of the park administration itself – there is little 

evidence that they have embraced the notions of abstracted group accountability 

and responsibility on which the orderly processes of governance are based.      

 

Indeed the available evidence indicates the very opposite. Writing of his field 

work in the mid 1990s, Lawrence tells us: 
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The functioning of the Board is constrained by a number of factors: logistic, cross-
cultural, procedural, and those consequent on different life histories and experiences. 
The Board operates in a ‘Western mode’, and meetings tend to promote the values and 
opinions of the articulate, assertive, and confident. 

…the meetings are conducted in a standard public service manner, which is essentially 
an exercise in power politics, debating, challenge and compromise. These are highly 
valued skills in the bureaucracy, prized by senior, white, male, bureaucrats; they are leant 
by practice rather than training. But use of these skills in Kakadu Board of Management 
meetings is culturally inappropriate and serves only to dominate and alienate unskilled 
Board members…(2000:266). 
 

Foster (1997) gives us the same sense in his review of the operations of Gurig 

National Park. There we see the NT bureaucrats and traditional owners 

expressing totally different views about how their Board should work, and loss of 

interest in the Board by non-member traditional owners (1997:11-15). We might 

conclude from this evidence that traditional owners might, after all these years of 

exposure, have started to know ‘how to cease to be themselves’. Yet, as 

Lawrence illustrates, the Board’s modus operandi offers little to make them 

actually want to cease to be themselves (c.f. Burbank 2006).  

 

The textual evidence suggests that boards do not, and can not, function as if they 

are part of the bureaucratic space any more than they can function according to 

traditional decision-making ways. Perhaps they are better seen as part of the 

intercultural domain that is now being re-theorised as a consequence of fresh 

ethnographic record and analysis. Many of the papers in a group edited by 

anthropologists Melinda Hinkson and Ben Smith (2005), for example, suggest 

that there may be new, and possibly more effective, modalities of operation in the 

intercultural domain, perhaps best revealed by anthropologist Sarah Holcombe 

(1998:129-141; 2005) in her study of contemporary operations of a community in 

the Australian desert. Adapting from critical theorist Homi Bhabha (1988), she 

devises an analytic that Bhabha calls the ‘third space’. Neither the analytic, nor 

what she is describing, reflect traditional Aboriginal governance or Western 

bureaucracy as idealised by Max Weber (e.g. 1968). David Martin, an 

anthropologist who has devoted considerable effort to the analysis of governance 

in the intercultural domain (see e.g. 2000; 2005), supports Holcombe’s view: 
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Social theorists have been struggling for some time to conceptualise adequately the 
complex position of Indigenous peoples living in first world nation-states. In part, this 
difficulty has been accentuated by anthropology’s original legacy of developing typically 
ahistorical accounts of ‘tribal’ peoples as if they were distinct entities ruled by unwavering 
traditions and essentially disconnected from the colonial societies which were impacting 
upon them. Having posited the distinctiveness and traditionality of Indigenous peoples as 
the core focus of inquiry, of course, anthropology, in the first half of the twentieth century 
at least, was severely limited in terms of how it was able to analytically encompass the 
ongoing processes of engagement between Indigenous societies and those of the 
colonial settlers. Indigenous people’s ‘cultures’ and ‘customs’ were either seen as being 
maintained, mostly only partially, or (more usually) lost in the face of the overwhelming 
impact of settler and post-colonial societies. Paradoxically, of course, those same 
societies – from which anthropologists are almost invariably drawn – have themselves 
undergone, and continue to undergo, enormous social, political, and economic changes. 
The unrecognised challenge to anthropological theorising lay well and truly at 
home…(2005:188).  
 

Like Holcombe and others, Martin is suggesting a new direction, one of possibly 

hybrid structures and modalities of operation, or perhaps entirely new modalities 

altogether. 

 

In this chapter I look at how the Board actually works, drawing on my own 

observations as a participant, and on how both members and outsiders interpret 

the Board’s practices and what it takes to be a Board member. In so doing I seek 

to answer whether the majority Aboriginal members do have the resources and 

the capacity to use them, and ask why these same members seem to be so 

unenthusiastic about their membership of this theoretically august 

instrumentality. I show how meetings are entered into, and explore whether the 

Board can function effectively, given its competing demands. I seek also to 

examine more general questions that are always central to the analysis of 

practice: the role of individual agency as it affects, and is affected by, structures 

imposed by legal requirements and other state instruments, and those that have 

been informally created over the Board’s operations over nearly two decades. I 

do this by looking at how this Board came into being and the tasks it has been 

set in law; how members are chosen; how agendas for meetings are set; how 

meetings are conducted; and finally how outsiders and Board members 

themselves view the conduct of meetings and the activity of the Board generally.  
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How the Board came into being and what it was required to 
do 
In the negotiation period for the park lease during 1978 the Fraser Government 

refused to implement the Aboriginal Land Rights Commission’s proposal for a 

board for this jointly managed national park. As we saw in Chapter 2, Kakadu 

had played only a small part in the complex and difficult negotiations that were 

centred on a start-up for the Ranger mine, and the Northern Land Council’s team 

accepted a minimalist offer by the government for the park as the best they could 

achieve in the overall negotiation framework.2 It would not be until the last days 

of the Fraser administration in 1982 that the board idea was revisited, but then it 

was by the Central Land Council as that organisation sought the return of 

ownership of Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park in Central Australia. The 

replacement of the Fraser Government by Bob Hawke’s ALP Government in 

1983 ushered in a new round of negotiations that led to title for the traditional 

owners of Uluru and amendments to both the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern 

Territory) Act and the National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act. Although 

these amendments provided for boards of management in both Uluru and 

Kakadu, attention was focussed only on Uluru at that time (see ANPWS 

1986:4).3 The idea for a board at Kakadu was not pushed forward immediately, 

for a number of reasons that related to the uncertainty surrounding Stage 3 – 

how much of it would be included, and how much set aside for mining; who were 

the traditional owners of those parts; and how would their inclusion affect the 

overall balance of representation within the enlarged park? As well, there was a 

feeling within the park service that Uluru should be allowed to run for a while 

before innovation was undertaken at Kakadu. 

 

Notwithstanding the delays, changes were being made at Kakadu, as Lawrence 

notes: 

                                            
2 Interview N2 – 5 January 2006 
3 Mention of the National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Amendment Act 1985 was made in the 
Uluru section of this Annual Report but the report was silent on its possible effects on Kakadu. 
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The ability to control the pace and direction of consultation with Aboriginal people had 
meant that real management control rested with the Australian National Parks and 
Wildlife Service. After 1985 policy changed, slowly, from an abstract policy of consultation 
to greater recognition that negotiation with Aboriginal people, whereby both parties reach 
consensus through communication and mutual understanding, was a more realistic goal 
for management…(2000:181). 
 

Also according to Lawrence (2000:200), negotiations for the initiation of a board 

began in 1986, but the first serious moves took place as senior park service 

officers in the NT met Northern Land Council officials and senior traditional 

owners several times during 1988. Several people suggested to me that 

traditional owners were starting to express uneasiness and even hostility about 

several issues that annoyed them. One was the unilateral decision by the 

Minister to introduce park use fees (see Chapter 2); another was their perception 

that the Director, Professor Ovington, was starting to push them into actions they 

did not want.4 The traditional owners’ perception was that they would be much 

better off in having a vehicle through which their opinions could be clearly and 

unambiguously voiced – little recognising that such a vehicle risked being taken 

over by the very bureaucratic processes now in play. 

 

Detailed negotiations over matters not prescribed in legislation – for example 

how representation would be established and rules for operation – took many 

months, and so the Board did not formally meet for the first time until later in 

1989. Although the NLC officers and traditional owners wanted to see a board 

with much greater powers, especially over budget and finance matters, the 

functions of the Board had already been settled in the 1985 amendments to the 

National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act – and they were not to be revisited: 
 The functions of a Board established for a park or reserve are- 
 (a)  to prepare, in conjunction with the Director, plans of management in 
       respect of that park or reserve; 
 (b)  to make decisions, being decisions that are consistent with the plan of 
       management in respect of that park or reserve, in relation to the management 
      of that park or reserve; 
   (c)  to monitor, in conjunction with the Director, the management of that 
      park or reserve; and 
                                            
4 Interview T25 – 26 October 2006. The NLC also used hearings of a Senate Select Committee in 
that year to garner support for the Board’s creation. That committee supported the NLC, calling 
for the establishment of a board as ‘a matter of urgency’ (Australia: Commonwealth Parliament 
1988:221). 
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   (d)  to give advice, in conjunction with the Director, to the Minister on 
      all aspects of the future development of that park or reserve.5 
 
 

Thus the tasks set for the Board by parliament, with formal responsibilities 

orientated around plans of management and their preparation and administration, 

were solely the product of bureaucratic imagination. So too was the consequent 

apparatus that had been ‘negotiated’ between the NLC and the park service – 

meeting rules, written agenda, formal minutes and other mechanisms through 

which bureaucrats operate. Both the Act and its associated administrative 

arrangements are yet more examples of what Martin (2005:187) calls ‘muted 

responses to Indigenous advocacy for the recognition of more fundamental 

rights’ that contradict the ways in which Aboriginal people normally express 

themselves. It is as if the formalities of the Board processes on their own were 

enough to strangle all semblances of Aboriginal joy and vitality, and to suppress 

decision-making mechanisms that Aboriginal people traditionally used. While 

Lawrence (2000:266) had made this same observation more than a decade 

earlier, it appears that, if anything, the introduction of the Board enabled even 

greater domination by Western organisation and procedures.  

 

Becoming a Board member 

The Act itself does not specify the number of members. Subject to the provision 

that one member must be nominated by the NT Government (as insisted upon by 

then Minister, Senator Hill, in 1998, as we saw in Chapter 2), and that the 

majority of members are to be ‘indigenous persons nominated by the traditional 

owners’, the number is left to negotiation between the Minister and the NLC. The 

Minister appoints the members (for a maximum term of five years). The Act 

makes other provisions, such as for terminations of appointments; for the 

Parliament to make regulations about how meetings are conducted; for resolution 

of disputes between the Board and the Director (in great detail); and for how the 
                                            
5 National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Amendment Act 1985, Section14D. These provisions 
were carried forward (with small modifications to the wording) into the Environment Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999  (Section 376) when it was enacted in 1999. 
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NT Government nomination has to be approved by the traditional owner 

representatives of the Board.6 A small number of regulations have been made – 

about disclosure of interests, deputy members, a presiding member, quorums, 

and the like – but many issues such as frequency of meetings, their style and 

formality are left to the Board itself to determine. Thus the Board’s constitution, 

meeting rules and conventions are laid down in a mixture of what is specified by 

the state in the Act and Regulations and structures that have evolved through the 

practices of nearly two decades.  

 

In 2008 there were fifteen members: ten traditional owners or their nominees; the 

Director; the Assistant Secretary, Parks Australia North (who is the Director’s 

senior representative in the NT); the NT Government nominee; a representative 

of the NT tourism industry; and a representative of the scientific institutions (DNP 

2008:103). There is no formal process leading up to the appointment of the five 

members who are not traditional owner representatives, although practice has 

always been for the ‘official’ members (the Director and Assistant Secretary) to 

be replaced when they cease work in their official position, as agreed with the 

NLC. Most of the members not representing traditional owners have stayed for 

many years, often having been re-appointed after the expiry of their first term of 

appointment. The process for appointment of traditional owner nominees has 

varied over time. Although there is no legal specification to achieve balance of 

representation the informally understood position is that the NLC will achieve this 

by the nomination of three members to represent the south (Jawoyn traditional 

language groups), three for the central areas, and three from the north, with one 

from the north-west.7 Appointments and re-appointments of all members tend to 

                                            
6 When the new EPBC Act was being drafted the Minister insisted that the NT Government was 
represented, a new provision designed to overcome hostility between the park service and that 
government. In negotiations the traditional owners objected to this provision, and the detailed 
wording was the result of compromise. After all that, once the Act was proclaimed, the 
(conservative) NT Government refused to nominate a member. Nomination to this portentous slot 
did not occur until 2004, three years after an ALP government came to power in the NT, and six 
years after it had been negotiated into being.  
7 Title to this part of the park is vested in the Director. The land claim to this part of Stage 2 failed 
in 1982. Nevertheless, publication of the Third Plan of Management in 1991 acknowledged the 
importance of this area to many Aboriginal people (and the other forty-five per cent of the park 
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be discussed among members of the existing Board. So, whilst it could be 

argued there is a ‘closed shop’ with selections in the hands of an elite insider 

group, changes tend to be harmonious. Although there are no actual 

shareholders, or formal voting rights, the process is not dissimilar to the ways in 

which nominations for the boards of public companies are the subject of 

discussion, and even lobbying, before formal elections are held among 

shareholders. With a few notable exceptions membership is not strongly 

contested. On one occasion the NLC formally conducted an election for the 

nominees, but this proved to be unpopular among traditional owners and was not 

repeated.  

 

Enthusiasm for membership has been variable. The former white members I 

interviewed stated that they had been honoured to be a chosen as a member 

and considered the experience to have been illuminating and interesting. By 

contrast, many Aboriginal members and former members had been diffident 

about membership, nominating or re-nominating only reluctantly. Some 

traditional owners have resigned, refused re-appointment, or refused to be 

nominated at all. In a few cases membership was actively contested and the 

people who had missed out expressed keen disappointment8, but generally the 

potential Aboriginal members are not enthusiastic candidates, despite the good 

sitting fees and, as we shall see from the conduct of the meetings themselves, 

there is reason for their lack of enthusiasm. The overall sense is that 

membership is accepted by the Aboriginal nominees out of duty to those whom 

they represent, and to see that their own interests are taken into account. So 

much of what goes on at meetings is of little direct interest to most Aboriginal 

members. Most of them speak sparingly, such as when issues that directly affect 

their own clan estate or family members arise (c.f. Burbank 2009:49-50; Myers 

1986b:430-435). Although I suspect that general reticence and embarrassment 

                                                                                                                                  
that had not been successfully claimed – at least so far) and stated that the whole park would be 
treated as if it were Aboriginal land. That assertion has not since been overturned.   
8 Interview N5 – 15 March 2006. 
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to put themselves forward, what anthropologist Fred Myers calls shame9, plays 

its part here, the Aboriginal Board members themselves insist that their 

reluctance to speak is simply compliance with the traditional law. Entitlement to 

speak rests with traditional owners, and only they. For others to do so is 

unthinkable, outside the possibility of debate – doxic, as practice theorists would 

call it (Bourdieu 1977:168; Ortner 2003:157). 

    

How agendas are put together 

In the discussion of agendas I first consider preparation of management plans, 

the instruments that are so central to the directions of the Act. The plans are 

required to be prepared jointly by the Board and the Director. Since the EPBC 

Act was made law, plans are current for seven years, instead of the previously 

specified five. Plan preparation was always demanding of Board time and 

resources. As one of the early members, Andrew, recalls: 
The thing that sticks in my brain is plans of management…I mean they were such 
complex documents …[There were] an awful lot of discussions of plans of management. 
[We’d] hardly finished one plan and we were back into the next…10 
 

And the evidence suggests that plan preparation has become even more 

demanding over time. The fifth plan was published after it had spent the specified 

time in Parliament, in June 2007. The preparation process had started more than 

five years earlier, with preliminary consultations between planning staff and 

groups of traditional owners. This time the planning process involved much 

detailed talking about issues in the field, with well over a hundred Aboriginal 

people in many different locations. As if the demands of earlier plans had not 

been enough, this time there were as many as five iterations.11 Meeting normally 

                                            
9 Myers uses the word in the same sense that, in my own experience, most Aboriginal people use 
it – to denote shyness and reticence to self-promote. It is a different construction from that found 
in common dictionaries which emphasise the pain that arises from dishonour and reflexive 
embarrassment arising from the observations of others, generally triggered by a particular issue.  
10 Interview T12 – 30 April 2005. 
11 The first, completed in 1980, and second, completed in 1986, were prepared by park service 
staff, mainly from Canberra, and there was no board in those days. In the first there was no direct 
consultation with traditional owners. In the second and third direct consultation increased, paying 
attention to specific issues, especially where the third was the first for which the Board was jointly 
responsible. In the fourth, the Board formed a planning committee that travelled into various 
locations in the park and heard opinions on particular issues once drafts had been prepared. 
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four times each year for ‘routine’ business, there were three extra meetings in 

2003, and extra ones in the following two years as well. Each of the meetings 

lasted two to three days.12 During this period it was thus the plan that drove 

much of the meeting schedule and agenda construction. Many Aboriginal 

members found the process stressful, complaining to me (and others) that they 

were forced to go along with it all, if only to make sure that the wishes of those 

who met with planners in ‘bush meetings’ (consultations in the field) were 

complied with. As the former member Andrew suggests, the ‘extra meetings’ and 

other extra work would certainly be an almost permanent feature of the Board 

workload these days if it had not been for the change from five- to seven-year 

plans. Although the plan workload has been thus reduced, it is still considerable, 

looming for about sixty per cent of the cycle. 

 

The suggestion here that the plan imposes ‘extra’ work on the Board illustrates 

how agenda are set generally. They tend to be initially sifted between meetings 

by the Secretary, a white public servant, and Chair – but inevitably considerable 

further sifting at the beginning of the formal meetings is needed. As well, there 

are periodic siftings throughout the meetings, at least at the beginning of each 

day. As in discussion of substantial agenda items, participation in sorting out the 

agenda is mainly the province of white members and a minority of traditional 

owner representatives. Nearly as time consuming as the requirements to prepare 

management plans are the constant requests by outsiders to meet the Board. 

These may be from: members of NT and national parliaments; the Supervising 

Scientist13 and his officers (talking about leaks of contaminants at the Ranger 

mine and other matters of mutual concern); or tourism experts or lobbyists with 

some latest proposal. None of these interested people or groups can be easily 

dismissed as unimportant and their requests are usually met with an invitation to 

attend. Hence it is rare for a meeting to go by without attendance of at least two 

                                            
12 The 2004 annual report (DNP 2004) states there were thirty separate consultations with groups 
and the plan was discussed at seven meetings. The 2005 report (DNP 2005) states that two 
extraordinary meetings were held. 
13 The national authority with responsibility for policing pollution in the Alligator Rivers.  
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outside agents, and also rare for the outsiders to be in attendance for less than 

two hours each – in a meeting that usually lasts for only twelve or fourteen hours 

in total.  

 

Next there are issues raised by the park manager and senior staff. Aside from 

the management plan issues, which are almost always generated by the park’s 

planning staff, there are ‘park wide’ matters such as staffing, protecting visitors 

from crocodiles, weed control, feral animal control and (potential and actual) 

research projects. Sometimes proposals from outsiders come first to park 

officers, who generally consult individual traditional owners, Board members or 

other staff before referring them to the Board.14 Hence the agenda list almost 

always has a crowded look before there is any opportunity for items to be added 

by the members themselves. These days, members usually bring up their own 

business between meetings with the Secretary, but even by then the agenda list 

is long – induced by the potential visitors, planners, the park manager, and other 

staff. The issues they raise will come up for mention at the next meeting, but are 

likely to be deferred until a later meeting – pressure of other business does not 

allow discussion here and now, when it makes greatest sense to deal with it, and 

as Aboriginal traditional procedure mandated. The business traditional owners 

regard as important is pushed aside by the urgent, and although this is very 

common, as management consultant Stephen Covey (1990:149-156) so wryly 

notes, there is another issue here – differences in value sets, about which I say 

more while discussing the meetings themselves. Thus at the very point of setting 

agenda, well before the meetings are underway, and through mundane and 

barely remarkable processes, we are starting to see matters of importance to 

Aboriginal people pushed aside by those that whitefellas think are important.  

                                            
14 For example, my own research permit application, which took up the Board’s time on at least 
two occasions, was referred first to individual members who asked for it to be brought to the 
Board as a whole. 
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How meetings are conducted 

The Secretary’s contact with members during the three months between 

meetings intensifies in the week or so before the meetings. She generally visits 

the Aboriginal members, briefing them about the meeting, and discussing any 

necessary travel arrangements. The Aboriginal members usually meet on the 

day before the formal meeting, where they are briefed again and make 

provisional decisions about agenda items. Before the meeting proper starts it will 

be known if there are to be any absences and a start is made when all those 

known to be attending are actually present, usually at about nine o’clock in the 

morning. The room in the old headquarters building is spacious and air-

conditioned. Members sit at chairs and tables arranged in a rough circle. There 

are no particular hierarchies or voting blocks, nor is there favourite positioning or 

even observance of positioning closest to one’s own clan estate, as would have 

occurred in traditional times. The five non-Aboriginal members and a few officials 

usually sit among Aboriginal members and, before the meeting gets under way, 

members chat informally with their neighbours. The Chair will clear his or her 

throat, and call the meeting to start, asking the Secretary to go through the 

agenda, summarise the minutes, and then the business arising from the last 

meeting. 

 

The meetings are held in English, although there are occasional asides into 

Gundjeihmi, a point that creates some tension because none of the white 

members or officials can understand more than a few words. Anthropologist and 

linguist Murray Garde, who often acted as a translator in Board and other park 

meetings, is bemused and frustrated by this tension: 
… When I first started working as an interpreter… some of the Aboriginal people I was 
working with just started laughing… and I said ‘why are you laughing?’, and they said ‘it 
just sounds so weird to hear our language being spoken in a meeting, a parks meeting’ 
and I thought that was a very sad indictment on attitude towards the first language of the 
people in the room, who had to sit through meeting after meeting in English. I mean okay, 
so they speak English, not a problem for some…it depends which person we’re talking 
about of course. Some speak excellent English, and others are not able to express 
themselves at all well, the power and depth and eloquence that they could in their first 
language. They’ve decided they wanted to use an interpreter, and that seems so bizarre 
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for some of the other Aboriginal people because it was accepted that ‘we speak an 
Aboriginal language at home, not in the day-to-day work that you do in the park’. I think 
that’s a problem, because language gives you access to cultural knowledge, and I think 
it’s really important that non-Aboriginal people read about Aboriginal cultures, they make 
friends with local bininj, that they make some effort to learn more than just a few little 
surface simplistic ideas about local Aboriginal culture, that they really throw themselves 
into it in some depth, and try to understand. I mean I know that’s not easy to do that, and 
that’s going to create difficulties of its own…15 
  

 

Quite often visitors and even non-Aboriginal Board members lapse into the ‘high 

English’ that Aboriginal people find hard to follow, and therefore alienating, as 

another white former member, Ross, notes self-deprecatingly: 
[Aboriginal] people had this absolutely charming way of saying ‘I don’t understand what 
you’re saying’. An Aboriginal member would say: ‘There’s somebody using secret 
English’ and usually I’d apologise and then rephrase it.16 

 I had no experience of this kind of corrective banter. Perhaps by the time I was 

present in meetings, about a decade later, Aboriginal members had given up 

trying to understand everything that was occurring. Yet the points that Murray 

and Ross make about the forms of English were consistent with how I witnessed 

the meetings I did attend. As the meetings open, with their paraphernalia like 

‘minutes of the last meeting’, and ‘business arising’, one might be in a mining or 

manufacturing company’s boardroom. Outside, the sprinklers on the lawn and 

the bush just beyond are reminders that we are not in Collins Street in 

Melbourne, or Martin Place in Sydney, but the rituals remain those of some 

capital city. At this point too, the romantic theorist could well think that the 

colonial power had captured its subjects in perfected hegemony – that we are 

about to see some kind of colonial mimesis in which black actors now perform 

the roles of the old colonists (c.f. Bhabha 1994:85-92; Nandy 1983:xi).  

 

Yet it is not long before the order of things starts to crumble, the Western-style 

machinery falling into disarray. The opening rituals might prevail for a half an 

hour, or perhaps as much as two hours, but will eventually fall apart. That point 

might coincide with the arrival of the first visitors. Usually coming early to wait 

                                            
15 Interview T14 – 7 June 2005 – emphasis his. 
16 Interview T1 – 7 January 2005. 

96 
 



quietly and respectfully outside, they nevertheless make their presence known 

inside the meeting, and members are immediately distracted – fidgeting, glancing 

at the door, back to the speaker, and back to the door again. If it is not visitors, 

there will be some other distraction, tummies rumbling for morning tea, for 

instance, and so the ‘business arising’ item will be deferred. That item might not 

get revisited at all during this meeting. There are only two days and there is so 

much to get done. The meeting’s first stage, at which members are re-acquainted 

with people they may not have seen for several months, is now over. Now the 

ever-dreary white agenda takes hold. Aboriginal members say less and less. The 

lifeless ennui and torpor of disattention sets in. The Secretary takes on more of 

the role of Chair, the breaks become longer, and maintaining a quorum becomes 

harder (there must always be a majority of Aboriginal members present). As de 

Certeau (1984:37) reminds us, withdrawals to the office, the toilet, to the open air 

for a smoke, and so on, are the tactical means by which people evade 

unpleasant or tedious situations.  

 

That Aboriginal members nowadays appear to acquiesce to the domination of 

Western agenda, the high English, the Western style in general, may be 

explained by a comment made by former member, Andrew, speaking about the 

way the Board worked in early 1990s, when the late Big Bill Neidjie was a 

member: 

I felt that Big Bill was marginalised in relation to the allocation of resources…He kept on 
over several meetings, complaining about being forgotten… [saying] ‘well hang on, 
excuse me, what’s happening here guys? I don’t seem to be getting a lot of attention from 
the Board about this serious issue that may be about to encompass us.’ … so that there 
were a couple of outstanding times when I saw traditional owner Board members making 
a major push…to actually run the agenda. But they were in the minority.17 
 

There are two key points here: first, Andrew confirms my own observation that 

there was (and is) only occasional expression of an Aboriginal viewpoint; and 

second, that if Bill, a man of such significant stature, had such trouble in getting 

attention in matters of real importance to him, how could people of lesser status 

                                            
17 Interview T12 – 30 April 2005. Other former Board members from the same period substantiate 
these observations. 
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succeed in gaining action? To underscore the second point, the park service 

was, and remains, happy to use quotations from this iconic Aboriginal man (see 

Chapter 2), for example in the visitor centre interpretive displays and the 

information brochure (Environment Australia 2003:10), thus giving an impression 

that the park was/is an Aboriginal institution. Yet when it came to listening to him 

in the context of the Board, actively and attentively, there were apparent 

obstacles. 

 

This contradiction was not lost on casual Aboriginal observers from other 

locations. During her study of the Dhimurru Indigenous Protected Area, an area 

in the north-east of Arnhemland, sociologist Margaret Ayre (2002) interviewed 

one of the men who had been on a study tour of Kakadu, before the Dhimurru 

traditional owners decided how they would enter into partnership with Parks 

Australia: 
Dja’a’\ba…spoke about a recent visit to Kakadu National Park with other members of 
Dhimurru. He had spent the time during this visit with a senior custodian and owner of 
estates in Kakadu called Big Bill Neidji [her spelling]… Dja’a’\ba described Big Bill as an 
important man, a man with great knowledge, a man who had listened to and learnt 
from… 

… He told me that that he was amazed and alarmed to see ’old Yol\u (Aboriginal) men 
working down the bottom’ as ‘trainees’ … and was adamant that this was not right. He 
was also concerned about the Board of Management for Kakadu which had several non-
Aboriginal members with voting rights…(2002:30-31). 
    

Reproduction of these observations here should not be construed as some form 

of general indictment of the park service or Kakadu’s management of that time. It 

is, after all, also true that the precise meaning of Big Bill’s comments was not 

always clear; and that many park officials took the time and trouble to talk with 

him at length, to ascertain his opinions, and to follow them up. The points here 

are, first, that Bill, although dignified with the title of ‘Cultural Adviser’, was 

effectively one of those Aboriginal people who was ‘working down the bottom’, an 

issue that percolates through this thesis, and which is confronted more fully in the 

next chapter. Second, his voice was drowned out in the context of the Board. 

Taken together those structural features like the persistence of English use, the 

way meetings are constructed, the always-crowded list of agenda items, and the 
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presence of (albeit benevolent) outsiders, made it too hard for him, and those 

following, to make much impression. And so he gave up and those still there give 

up. 

 

This is not to say that the Aboriginal voice within the Board was, or is, entirely 

suppressed. It was the wishes of traditional owners that caused some significant 

changes in the management plans over the years, such as placing restrictions 

over access by visitors for recreational fishing and bushwalking. Aboriginal 

members have also been periodically successful in forcing weed control 

measures to be taken by park management and closures of particular sites to 

visitors on account of their vulnerability to damage or risk to public safety. 

Perhaps most notoriously, Aboriginal members, led by then Chair, Mick Alderson, 

stood up to Minister Hill over proposed changes to the way the state would be 

represented in the Parks Agreement, discussed in Chapter 2. This was certainly 

the most aggressive public action taken by Board members, and yet it was not 

actually the Board as such that led this resistance. Non-Aboriginal members, 

especially the two senior public servants, were not in a position to oppose the 

Minister publicly and so the action was left to the Aboriginal members on their 

own. Some of them later told me it was an exhausting and enervating 

experience, as indeed all these oppositions have been, especially when the 

members have not had the satisfaction of a clear win.  

 

Occasionally meetings are held in other locations, like nearby tourist 

accommodation or even in a bush setting. Such moves alleviate the humdrum of 

the routine and may even allow for a more effective dialogue between traditional 

owner and white members. If the meetings are in the bush there are pleasant 

distractions like fishing and cards at night, and all members camp in the same 

location, eat all meals together, and there is more informal talk. Because the 

bush meetings are likely to take place in some remote location, it is more difficult 

to arrange for visitors, which alleviates this point of pressure in normal meetings. 

And although there are still the same formal ‘requirements’ to run an ordinary 
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meeting such events bear closer resemblance to ‘Aboriginal only’ meetings in 

which time limits are less important and the number of agenda items are 

restricted. It is in these that Aboriginal agency is more likely to be effective as 

individuals bring up matters of importance to themselves, but meanwhile the 

white agenda list builds up, adding to the pile that needs to be dealt with in the 

next ‘normal’ (indoor) meeting.18  

 

During the meetings the role of the Secretary is critical. The task of getting 

members to the meeting an exercise in tact and diplomacy in itself, now she has 

to keep the Aboriginal members as happy as possible, within the bounds of the 

awkward structures that have been created. This requires attending, and re-

attending, to issues like transport (making sure it is not unduly delayed), meals, 

and meeting fees. At the same time she needs to make sure that the meeting 

keeps running, that a quorum is present and that the agenda items are at least 

cursorily considered. Although there is usually someone to help in taking the 

notes for the Summary Record, the Secretary has also the responsibility to see 

this is done – for although few members read their papers carefully, these 

records are assumed to be needed for later reference. The Board is always 

accountable; although when one asks non-members like park staff they query the 

almost fetishised treatment of records and accountability – because the records 

are secret, confidential to members and very few others. And so one might 

speculate about why there is so much attention to records that few people know 

about, and fewer still will ever want to know, or be able to find out if they do. This 

begs the question – what do people, both members themselves and outsiders, 

especially outsiders like members of staff and those potentially affected by its 

decisions, think about the Board? Feelings sometimes running high, ideas 

polarise around the tension between the Western order that Weber idealised, 

and the rather more anarchic forms of governance that Aboriginal people prefer. 

 

                                            
18 It is also not practical to hold bush meetings in other than the coolest time of the year. Camping 
for most of the year is difficult and uncomfortable – and people sleep badly, making it even harder 
to maintain attention. 
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How others see the Board 

Most staff and outsiders who attend meetings occasionally are critical of what 

they see, sometimes severely so, as Charlie notes: 
Well, it’s a Board of Management…that’s what it’s described as, a Board ofManagement. 
So policy might be there, implementing policy might be its role and it’s [also] invited to 
review the formulation of policy…by reviewing it and criticising it, by having a direct input. 
Like for example [if] there’s a section of the policy the Board disagrees with they can say 
‘take it out’ and they can make a counter proposal …but it is a Board of Management and 
all of that was intended to run a very special park. Now that seems to be the last thing on 
the agenda. Satisfying… Board members’ subjective wants, personal wants, tends to 
prevail…and is encouraged…They don’t want to put the time in it, they don’t want to think 
about it, so they throw a scene [if they are pushed too hard]…19 
 

Later, he says the term ‘management’ should be dropped from the title 

altogether: 
It’s been a monstrous mistake. It’s not a management body at all, and it gives everyone 
the wrong impression when it’s called a Board of management. [The expression of] 
Aboriginal aspirations and needs should have been achieved through a different 
communication structure.20 
 

 

Others are gentler in their critique, but nevertheless mark the Board’s mis-

functioning where Aboriginal members set greater store by relationship-based 

decision-making and action than by the Board’s jurisdictional deliberations, as 

former staff member Brian illustrates: 
Chris: Moving on…in your time in the park how did traditional owners influence 
outcomes? You’ve said a bit about it as we’ve been going through, but was it informal or 
formal, do you think? 

 
Brian: A lot would be informal. And ...it’s developing relationships with key park staff. And 
how key park [personnel] would carry out the most active discussions. There was a 
formal process of course in the Board, but I think most of the business was done 
informally. The Board was a bit stifling... The Board certainly wouldn’t make decisions on 
behalf of other clan groups. A lot of the on ground decision making, especially the day to 
day decisions, but even some of the policies, were made informally, through processes 
that was establishing relationships with the permanent staff...21 
 

 

In answer to the same question, another take: 
Jim: I think more business is done informally than was done formally, and that worked 
better …because the formal processes, where you had a full range of Board members 

                                            
19 Interview T10 – 13 March 2005 – emphasis his. 
20 Phone discussion – 18 May 2009. Letter – 27 May 2009. 
21 Interview T13 – 3 June 2005 – emphasis mine. 
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who are representing traditional owners …and if there was tension between one or more 
traditional owners it made that whole decision process very difficult. [In the] informal way 
…business was done very quickly and very smoothly, and everybody was happy, and 
often you went to the Board just to get the nod…I don’t think the Board works as well as it 
should… because it’s a whitefellas’ structure and no matter how hard we try and 
Aboriginalise it, we can’t. We would be much better to have a more informal setting, and 
having the Aboriginal Board members who were chosen by their clan members…and do 
it outside, on the ground, the way [Aboriginal] business was always done. Being in a 
boardroom and that sort of thing just doesn’t work. I mean of all the [many] Board 
meetings I went to the ones that were held outside, on country, were much better. They 
took longer but they were much better…and you’d come away with people feeling, 
everybody feeling as if they achieved something, rather than sitting down and just 
nodding for the nod’s sake…22 

 
The opinions of all three men were in response to the same open-ended 

question, ‘how did traditional owners influence outcomes?’ Charlie is particularly 

critical of the Board’s capacity to make important decisions, and attributes its 

non-performance to self-centred lack of diligence and lack of interest by Board 

members. The others developed a more nuanced view. These men, former 

staffers like me, worked around the difficulties that Charlie identifies. Jim 

suggested more informal settings for the meetings, although as I have noted, this 

comes close to the limits of proceduralism. Agenda items pile up because they 

cannot be dealt with in the bush. Even so, much more could be achieved by 

discussion, and soundings of opinion, with individuals out-of-session.  

 

The views I have used here were replicated in almost every discussion I had with 

people who were connected with the park but not on the Board. All such insider-

outsiders expressed significant frustration about their dealings with the Board : 

about lack of feedback; the high level of difficulty (or, in some cases, 

impossibility) of gaining an audience; difficulty in getting items accepted as 

agenda; the atmosphere of secrecy and mystique surrounding the Board and its 

workings; and lack of attention by members. Non-member traditional owners and 

close family expressed the same concerns: 
Steven: No, I don’t get info out of the Board of Management. I hardly get invited and I 
don’t hear anything.23 
 

                                            
22 Interview T24 – 17 March 2006 – emphasis his. 
23 Interview N9 – 20 March 2006. 
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Penny: Get the Board to do it? No way. We’ll do it ourselves. It might take 20 years for 
them to listen.24 
 

All in all, insider-outsiders who have had to work with it have a poor opinion of 

the Board’s functioning, with some declaring its antonym: dysfunctional. 

 

Let us return briefly to Charlie’s commentary. By ‘responding appropriately’ he 

means dealing with policy issues that are put to the Board, endorsing them, 

acting on them, modifying or replacing them where members think fit. It is close 

to the Weberian ideal – the Board sits at the hierarchical apex and should accept 

responsibility for the power that is conferred on it. His complaint is that members 

do not deal with such things – instead they are cajoled, pandered to, and allowed 

to get away with not doing what they are charged to do. Brian and Jim implicitly 

recognise what Charlie is saying and move to another point. That might be 

construed as ‘cajoling and pandering’ but, semantics aside, it is also working 

more closely with what Aboriginal people were used to, and which was actually 

the modus operandi for joint decision-making before the Board was created in 

1989. Nowadays people like Brian and Jim regard it as an intelligent adaptation 

to what works best. The Board struggles to deal with the issues with which it is 

charged. Nor does it respond well to the avalanche of expectations piled on it by 

outsiders who want it to process the issues of concern or importance to them. 

Put simply, there is a mismatch between those (legally created) expectations and 

the results. 

 

What members think 

The observation that white former members had recognised their time on the 

Kakadu Board as a privilege and an interesting experience might imply that 

membership for them had been easy and uncomplicated. Such an impression 

would be false. Members representing the state encounter difficult dilemmas and 

conflicts from time to time, for example having to explain why they could not join 

Aboriginal members in resisting Senator Hill’s proposed changes to the 

                                            
24 Interview N10 – 21 March 2006 
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agreement arrangements, discussed in the last section. Alternatively, as some 

official members mentioned, they have to translate state edicts and policies into 

Board actions, or worse, to explain some unilateral action by the state to a 

suspicious or upset Aboriginal majority – as happened when Prime Minister 

Howard precipitously abolished park entry fees just before the 2004 election 

(Chapter 2). 

 

Other white members, those representing outside interests like conservation and 

tourism, have voiced their frustrations about how the state-dominated agenda 

setting and discussion effectively shut them out of Board decision-making. In the 

early days there were times when they were actually asked to leave a meeting in 

progress while the two state representatives continued discussions with 

Aboriginal members, as former member Andrew notes: 
[I] often really had minimal input…to discussion. It’s something that we [outside 
members] often talked about as we sat isolated in the back room, having been asked to 
leave Board meetings, that there was a sense that this wasn’t making best use of the 
resources of the whole Board. If there was a Board, there is a Board…and, [although we] 
understood that there were things that they deemed inappropriate to discuss at the open 
Board …you would think that there were probably other forums…25 
 

These feelings were compounded by the knowledge that business concerning 

their areas of expertise, and about which they could contribute significantly, was 

also transacted out-of-session between the state-appointed members and 

Aboriginal members. Such meetings also contributed to a perception that a 

determination had been developed in their absence, but for which they had to 

accept responsibility when the decision was made public. Another former 

member, Ross, corroborates the duplicities of being a powerless white 

functionary on the Board: 
Andrew and I had conversations about the way we felt about the Board. He had his 
problems with it. I know that, in his case, he was caught between being a Board member 
and not feeling he had his views taken notice of - but then he would be held up by 
government members saying, "Well, Andrew agreed with this position." You were the  
fall guy in a way if things didn't work out well, and similarly when we went through the 
never ending task of the next plan of management .For example I would make criticisms 
of what we were doing [in the draft plan]. I’d say, "We need more of this and we need to 
do that, and that's wrong". I'd say things like that and I came to feel that I was wasting my 
time…All of these things I'd try to put in there were basically ignored, and then when it 

                                            
25 Interview T12 – 30 April 2005. 
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went out to public comment, people in the outside world would make the same comments 
and then they would be incorporated. OK, I could accept that was probably the way they 
wanted to do it. They were not necessarily saying what I was putting was stupid but they 
wanted to put out an ambit claim which was further than the community would tolerate… 
and this meant that I felt rather marginalised in the whole process. You just sort of felt, 
“Why bother? I'm wasting my time”…26 
 

 

Aboriginal members find the same awkwardness: 
Chris: How do you feel about being on the Board? 
 
Teresa: Being there is very hard for all of us bininj and daluk [Aboriginal men and 
women]. We go along and listen but it doesn’t help. Although we try to get what we want 
to talk about, nobody listens and so we give up. The others give up too. It’s very hard…It 
doesn’t help being on the Board because we get the blame [for not stopping some state 
edict, or failing to gain a requested resource allocation]. I know we are supposed to tell all 
our family about what we do, but it’s hard to remember all the points we talked about. 
And next time we go back and it’s all the same over again. When we ask for what we 
want the answer is always ‘no money’…27 

 
The problems are not just about being held accountable for actions and decisions 

initiated by others, but also loss of control and incapacity to make themselves 

heard, especially over the allocation of resources. When I sent the transcript 

back to the park for checking with Teresa, she had much more to say on the 

subject of resource allocation and the difficulties of being held accountable for it: 
I’m sitting on the Board. I ask for something that should happen, but nothing happens. 
Nothing. We are always waiting. Parks Board don’t work for us. [They] want to work for 
government. [They] say government law stronger than bininj law. They are scared for 
their jobs. …All the things [the] Board talks about for bininj never happen. They promise 
money is there for bininj, but it doesn’t come. I ask them, “which bininj is the money used 
for? Must be some other bininj from somewhere else.” Later they say money is gone. 
Used for something else.28 

 

Anne, not a Board member, but a person who often hears members’ views, 

encompasses the same notion a little differently: 
Because of non-Aboriginal people’s input into the area a lot of the Aboriginal people’s 
ideas and understandings of things have been pushed aside and forgotten about…so the 
responsibility is still there but the way of managing isn’t there any more.29 
 

The commentaries of both Aboriginal and white members reflexively incorporate 

the criticisms of those to whom they feel accountable. The Aboriginal members 

                                            
26 Interview T1 – 7 January 2005. 
27 Interview N11 – 21 March 2006 – emphasis hers. 
28 Notes that she instructed to be sent back to me – 25 January 2008. 
29 Interview T22 – 8 March 2006. 
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are all too aware of the critical comments of people like Steven and Penny, and 

embarrassed by their failure to do what Myers (1980:314) calls ‘looking after’ 

their relatives to whom they feel accountable. The self-awareness, the 

frustrations, and the sadness are summed up by Board member Rhonda: 
You know, Chris, when all this [the park] started we had no idea about how big it was 
going to become. Life [as we knew it] was pretty much laid low. Everyone now lives in the 
fast lane, and it would be better everywhere if everything could just slow down. We are 
always having to deal with change, and these latest pushes [the tourism initiatives and 
then recent administrative changes] are all taking place at the same time…It takes so 
long for us to get done what we want done, either through the Board or the park people. 
We might get what we want eventually but we have to wait years…30 
 

Thus, as sociologist Colin Tatz said of a different group of Kakadu people more 

than two decades ago, ‘they endure an unhappiness’ (1982:155). It is a stoic 

enduring that requires sitting captive through days and weeks of business 

generated by others, being marginalised in the process and being fully aware of 

their marginalisation, at least as Board members. They make the important 

decisions with other traditional owners and relatives in ways that do not involve 

the Board, and state officials make the important decisions about resource 

allocation. Members recognise that meetings of the Kakadu Board occupy a 

space suspended between these two other systems of decision-making, but it is 

a tacit recognition and not sufficient to undo the ritual of official Board 

deliberations. 

 

Conclusion 

As we have seen, many of the Board structures have been imposed through the 

agency of the bureau professionals, legal draftsmen, ministers of the state and 

the members of parliament who instructed the writing of, drafted, and passed the 

Act and Regulations. These people created an institution that had an Aboriginal 

majority but overlooked, or were ignorant of, the modalities of Aboriginal 

decision-making and issues that were interesting and appealing to Aboriginal 

people. The Board’s main function is framed around the institution of the 

Management Plan, a white man’s book that is sometimes used by the park’s 

                                            
30 Interview N3 – 2 March 2006. 
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bureau professionals to direct park management, but is often there merely to win 

political support, as anthropologist David Mosse (2004; 2005:14) has argued – 

for, as noted in Chapter 1, much of what happens in the park has nothing to do 

with the written policies of the plan and its subsidiary documents. Yet, 

notwithstanding the lengthening of the management plan cycle from five to seven 

years, this instrument dominates the way the Board does business.  

 

We have also seen that many of its cultural forms, its practices and structures, 

have been established over the passage of nearly two decades. The way in 

which agendas are constructed, meeting frequencies, locations and formats, and 

many other practices are formed out of the members’ own choices over the 

years. Together these have been incorporated, insinuated little by little, into the 

habitus (Bourdieu 1977:81) and the modus operandi (1977:18-21) of Board 

operations. It is possible to question or challenge them, but they now constitute 

the way in which things are done, and the way expectations are inhabited as 

structured structures, and challenges are rare. Even the occasional grumbles 

about the additional meetings during the most intense period of the 2007 

management plan preparation led to only small modifications like dates or length 

of meetings. The formation of these structural features, which appear to have 

been cemented into place within very few years of the Board’s first meeting, 

indicates that the Aboriginal members just went along with whatever their white 

fellow members, more experienced in Western meeting procedures, suggested. 

Thus not only legally imposed, but also informally created, structures were 

effectively imposed ‘structuring structures’. 

 

So here in the Board, Aboriginal members continue to turn up, however 

reluctantly31; they go along with (re)producing an instrument that is largely 

                                            
31 The Kakadu Board has continued to function since its inception. In the mid to late 1990s an 
internally commissioned report considered the Board at Kakadu’s ‘sister’ park, Uluru, to be 
dysfunctional, and ultimately it collapsed in 2001, to be revitalised in 2003. Power (2002:291-293) 
reports that the internal consultant considered failures in structure, process and relationships to 
be the cause of the collapse. It might be concluded from this comparison that the Kakadu Board 
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useless to them, and which seems to have little to do with what actually happens 

in the park; they tolerate the meeting ‘rules’ and structures; they allow the white 

members to sit among them, giving the impression of compliance, equality, and 

‘being friendly’; they allow white members and visitors to do most of the talking; 

and they allow visitors, white staffers and the Board Secretary to create most of 

the agenda items. At the same time they disrupt the orderliness of this Western 

style meeting, for example by being late, calling for multiple breaks, walking out 

for protracted periods and, most frequently, by disattending. Although these are 

common tactics for coping in long Western-style meetings, as anyone involved in 

such will admit, and although many Aboriginal bush meetings demonstrate some 

of these same characteristics (c.f. Sullivan 1996:109-111), they mask resistance 

in a way that is too obvious to the more astute white members and visitors.32 In 

turn, these white people cope by taking up the speaking space vacated by the 

Aboriginal members. Yet, many white members see through the facade, and find 

the whole experience disorienting and uncomfortable. 

 

Agency is exercised in other ways, ways that the casual observer might consider 

random. Once in a while disattention is transformed within moments into 

impassioned rhetoric, often re-conjuring a particular incident or transgression by 

white people at some time in the past. Such passion may be ignited by a permit 

application for a similar activity, or perhaps by the original transgressor 

themselves. At other times the spokesperson for a particular clan estate will 

come to life when it becomes clear that his or her own area is implicated in the 

discussion. This kind of intervention is more predictable, and at such times other 

Board members will not intervene, except to offer tacit or in-principle verbal 

support. The view held universally is that what happens on someone else’s 

country, or to someone else’s family, is the business of that clan and its 

traditional owners should have primacy. 
                                                                                                                                  
has functioned ‘better’ than its Uluru counterpart, or that Aboriginal people decided that, for all 
their complaints, they should persist in their attendance.   
32 One research scientist actually described the Board as a menace to the long-term future of the 
park, and to scientific research itself, because of the lack of attention by Board members – 
Interview N12 – 23 March 2006. 
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Whilst the structures created by legal requirements and by informal processes, 

mainly in the first years of the Board’s history, appear to impose considerable 

limits on agency, we do see agency working within and around those structures. 

When Jim said: ‘It’s a whitefellas’ structure and no matter how hard we try and 

Aboriginalise it, we can’t’, he meant the formal body created in the Act, a 

whitefellas’ institution, but he might well also have been talking of structure in the 

sense that, along with Bourdieu and the other practice theorists, I use it here. It is 

largely the creation of whitefellas, and Aboriginal agency works tactically around 

it. To a greater or lesser extent, these tactics antagonise both other participants 

and observers. The many observers who think like Charlie expect practice to 

produce instrumental, functional results (like policy) that can be used in the 

rational administration of the park. They expect the Board to be responsible, 

commensurate with its status and (theoretical) power, in accordance with some 

Weberian orthodoxy, summarised by sociologist Anthony Giddens (1979): 
According to the ideal-type, bureaucracy is distinguished by: its rational-legal order of 
legitimation; hierarchy of offices in a pyramid of authority; the existence of written rules; 
vocational specialisation of salaried, full-time officials; and highly relevant to other themes 
of Weber’s historical analysis, the separation of officials from ownership of their means of 
administration…(1979:146). 
 

Giddens and other writers consider the Weberian model as observed mostly in 

the breach (see e.g. 1979:146-149), but that does not stop Charlie and like 

thinkers from believing that is how governmental structures, the Board within 

them, should work. In the context of a mixed board with an Aboriginal majority it 

is essentially an assimilationist view, presuming that the imposed ‘bourgeois 

structure’, as Bagshaw (1977:73) puts it, will operate in the same way, and with 

the same effects, as it does in the putative boardrooms of Melbourne or Sydney.  

 

What can we say, three and a half decades after its final report, of the Aboriginal 

Land Rights Commission’s original intent: to redress Aboriginal disadvantage 

through the establishment of a group of people working together to resolve 

problems in good faith? What are the results of the commission’s vision? 

Certainly, there is a group of Aboriginal people working with white officials; they 
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have the confidence of numbers; and it is not conservation interests that are 

outvoting them. Nor are Aboriginal people being outvoted by the officials and 

other white people in the room. Yet this group of Aboriginal people is being 

‘outvoted’ – manipulated and disallowed the freedom to speak their minds by 

what Foucault (e.g. 1980:106) calls the mechanisms of discipline, here 

manifested by superficially harmless technologies like ‘agenda’, ‘quorum’, 

‘minutes’, timetables and so on. Former ranger, Brian’s, comment, ‘The Board 

was a bit stifling’, has turned out to be masterful under-statement. What was 

envisaged as a means of creating open, even possibly lively, communication 

between the state and the traditional owners, a ‘two-way street’ in popular 

Australian parlance, was quickly choked down to yet another mechanism of 

Western domination. Ironically, this proclaimed location of ‘formal power sharing’ 

(Weaver 1991:313), the very linchpin of joint management, is simultaneously a 

location of state hegemony over traditional owners. How does this compare with 

other instruments and locations of joint management? Can they produce ‘better’ 

results for traditional owners, and the wider population? These are 

considerations for the following chapters. 





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Chapter 4: 
 The quotidian of park life 





Introduction 

In this chapter I introduce the day-to-day life of ‘the Kakadu mob’, the Aboriginal 

and white rangers and the traditional owners of the land. Unlike most of the 

visitors who come to Kakadu in the three cooler months of the year between 

June and August, these principal players are there year-round, for besides the 

tasks associated with looking after visitors, their work concerns the infinite 

business of protecting the park’s environment for the benefit of future 

generations. Bound together by the difficult climate itself, and requirements of 

caring for the environment in this World Heritage listed property, they are bound 

together in the work they perform. In this sense they are what Agrawal 

(2005a:162-167; 2005b:7) calls ‘environmental subjects’. 

 

Around the common hazards, the environment, and the work they all do is 

constructed what I call their ‘common discourse’, being the unceasing dialogue 

that accompanies the daily actions of all the players as they enact the business 

of looking after Kakadu. I argue that the common discourse is an under-

celebrated, but vital, social glue that underpins the unity of the Kakadu mob. I 

make no claim that it is unique to Kakadu, nor even to joint management, but that 

it will ‘happen’ when any people of unlike cultural groupings work together 

intimately. Although she did not use the term discourse in this sense, Ortner 

provides ample evidence of its occurrence in Life and death on Mt. Everest 

(1999b), as she describes the friendly exchanges between some (but by no 

means all) groups of ‘sahibs’ (foreign mountaineers) and the Sherpas of Nepal. 

The Everest examples took place as the two groups worked together as climbing 

partners, in camps, and continue to this day in written exchanges, phone calls, 

reunions and so on. It is the discourse that emerges in that case out of an 

exceedingly dangerous mutual struggle for survival, where the climbers were 

dependent on each other’s skills and ‘drive’ for a successful climb to the top of 

the world. Here I introduce a range of factors that explain how the joint 

endeavours between Aboriginal and white rangers produce the same unifying 

effects. 
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I also introduce another, much more commonly recognised, practice that arises 

in the intercultural domain, the discourses that both Aboriginal and white groups 

create about each other (see e.g. Camfoo et al. 2000; Cowlishaw 1999; Lea 

2008; Levitus 1982; Merlan 2005; Povinelli 1995). All part of what Goffman (e.g. 

1971:149-150) introduced as an attribute that distinguishes different classes 

within the one culture, I call these ‘separate group discourse’. It is usually borne 

out of some form of inter-group tension, disharmony, and friction where the 

challenge of outsiders, Otherness, forces one group to self-define and maintain 

boundaries more carefully. Berger and Luckmann (1966:121-124) discuss this in 

relation to the protection of Jewish, Christian and Muslim symbolic universes 

from ‘contamination‘ by the others in situations where people of all three faiths 

were forced to live in close proximity to one another. Anthropologist Mary 

Douglas (1996:43-58) illustrates the same in her discussion of  the ‘abominations 

of Leviticus’ which, she argues, were devised to define and assert Jewish 

holiness (wholeness) in the face of contamination by the beliefs of heathen 

neighbours. Closer to home, Stanner (1979b:78-81) notes the production and 

reproduction of separate discourses among both white settlers and Aboriginal 

groups in the Daly River area, about 300 kilometres west of Kakadu, during the 

1920s. He also notes (1979b:83-85) the re-invigoration of the previously 

declining kunabibi religious ceremony as a means of affirming identity among the 

dwindling numbers of Aboriginal people in that area. All these examples are 

centred on ‘intensification’ or redefinition of religious practice, yet they 

demonstrate the production and reproduction of separate group discourse. Not 

surprisingly, in Kakadu, separate group discourses arise in contexts that range 

from affection to hostility.  

 

Before we look at some examples of these circumstances, let me say a little 

about the park’s full-time workforce. Made up of about sixty people, it is 

supplemented during the busy months of the dry season by five or six others, 

‘seasonal rangers’, who conduct programs for visitors during these months.  
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About twenty-five of the full-time people, senior managers and administrative 

officers, as well as a few specialists who have park-wide responsibilities, operate 

out of the park headquarters. The specialist group includes a small team 

dedicated to keeping Kakadu free of the highly invasive thorn bush, Mimosa 

pigra (commonly called just ‘mimosa’), that has infiltrated almost all of the world’s 

tropical wetlands. Some staff live in housing that was built within a few hundred 

metres of the offices, but these days most live in Jabiru, about three kilometres to 

the east. The remaining thirty-five or so, all of them rangers, work in one or other 

of five districts that take prime responsibility for most activities in the area for 

which they are responsible. The district areas range from about 1000 to 7000 

square kilometres, the size determined by numbers of visitors and the nature of 

the land. The rangers work out of district offices that are spaced between forty 

and a hundred kilometres apart. Together with the park headquarters building 

these district offices tend to act as the nuclei around which the work life of the 

park, and the social activity that surrounds it, is constructed.  

 

Ranger work 

In September 2007, sitting in the comfortable luxury of a hotel ballroom in 

Fremantle, Western Australia, I watched one of the first screenings of The thin 

green line, an ethnographic film about the far from comfortable working lives of 

rangers in many parts of the world. Produced by a ranger from the Victorian Park 

Service, Sean Willmore, the film shows how his fellow rangers contend with 

heavily armed gorilla-poachers and illegal drug growers, rescue injured park 

visitors, attend deaths, and remove ‘problem’ bears, snakes and crocodiles. 

Willmore has made a valuable contribution in showing the world the dangers and 

frustrations of protected area work. Yet in the film he portrays little of the tedium, 

the routine, the humdrum of the quotidian that makes up most of what the 

average ranger does. Like the heroic people portrayed in the film, Kakadu 

rangers face episodes of danger and drama and they always have to be 

prepared for such emergencies. But, like anyone in the workforce, they also face 

trying working conditions for much more prosaic reasons.  

114 
 



 

For the most part, park work is made up of superficially dull routines like cleaning 

toilets and washrooms, repairing walking tracks, lighting small fires to create 

mosaics of burnt and un-burnt country, re-painting signs and attending to the 

usually small needs of park visitors. For all but the three balmy months between 

June and August, when most tourists are about, the rangers do their work in 

conditions of high temperatures and humidity that sap energy and enthusiasm. 

Their working conditions are easily glossed in statistics of the kind seen in the 

park’s information handbook: daily maximum temperatures of between 33 and 

38ºC, 9 a.m. relative humidities exceeding 60% in all months of the year and 

80% for three of those months (Russell-Smith et al. 1995:94-96).1 Yet it is difficult 

to convey through words on a page what Kakadu rangers, including those 

dedicated to the mimosa program, endure month after month in such torrid 

physical conditions. The sweat forms quickly into beads on the head and 

forehead, then runs down the temples and neck, joining the rivulets produced 

under the armpits as it trickles down the sides and chest cleavage before being 

absorbed into shirts and waistbands. The thick cotton of the rangers’ uniform 

soaks up most of it, but a proportion of it runs on down, into their socks and 

boots. When he is describing the social conditions of his field sites in coastal 

Colombia, Taussig (2004:31-40) immerses the reader for several pages in the 

phenomenology of heat. He is right to do that. In places like central America and 

northern Australia heat takes a great, and under-acknowledged, toll on human 

activity.2  

 

The rangers usually perform their tasks in pairs, or occasionally as individuals or 

in threes. The more arduous tasks like installing signs, spraying weeds, or 

                                            
1 These statistics are for Gunbalanya, which receives more relief from sea breezes than most of 
Kakadu, and so they actually understate the degree of human discomfort experienced in the hot 
months. 
2 There is some basis to the claim, made occasionally, that Aboriginal people feel the heat less 
than their white counterparts. For instance, it has been demonstrated that white people sweat 
more than their local Aboriginal counterparts (Ridpath et al. 1991:213). That said, both groups 
find the climatic conditions taxing and enervating. 
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repairing tracks call for frequent breaks for rest and rehydration – for most of the 

year it is common for each ranger to drink four or more litres of water on the job 

each day. And there is always talk, about ways to do the task itself, the nature of 

other tasks, the condition of the country, or things they have noticed. This is how 

all rangers learn their craft. There is also time for gossip, good-humoured banter 

and stories, about other rangers or those present, as they have dealt with the 

incidents and small dramas that punctuate the ordinariness of routine.  

 

Sometimes the story telling is about the fun and humour of working in what is 

often called ‘the cross-cultural environment’.  One white ranger, Ken, illustrates 

this, here describing the end of a day’s work in the dry season: 
[giggling]…oh yeah, there was one time when we had a really good day up on top of the 
sandstone upstream from Gunlom [a waterfall in the southern section of the park]. A few 
of us were there with a small group of traditional owners. The white guys were Tom, his 
girlfriend at the time, and me. She was visiting from Darwin and was pretty keen to hear 
what the blackfellas think. A bit naïve but a nice girl I thought. The TOs3 were Fred and 
Ron. Might have been one other too. We had been a fair way up the creek to check on 
where the day visitors go and see what they do, and they [the traditional owners, one of 
whom was also a park ranger] seemed pretty happy about how things were going. You 
know I really think they just liked being up there. We’d had time for a swim and had 
packed lunches and it was just a really good day.  

Anyway we get back later in the day. It was only about four o’clock but you know how it is 
in June or July, it starts to get chilly and this day there was an incredible smoke haze that 
must have drifted in from Arnhemland, or maybe from further north in the park, and sunk 
over the South Alligator Valley. I hadn’t really noticed it while we were walking down 
Waterfall Creek, still up on the escarpment. So we’re all looking out into this smog and 
can’t even see the bamboos on the South Alligator, and you know how close they are, 
maybe a couple of kilometres. 

So Ron peers out and he mutters ‘Too much gunag!’. And the rest of us agree, and after 
a bit of a gap there’s this Pauline, Tom’s girlfriend, who repeats ‘Too much guna?’ [now 
I’m giggling with Ken because I know what’s coming]… Dunno why but the rest of us are 
pissing ourselves and there’s this bit of an awkward standoff as Pauline looks even more 
puzzled, and I say ‘Oh no, guna means something else…this is guna –g, the word for fire’ 
[emphasising a hard ‘g’] and straight away Ron giggles in that way of his and blurts out, 
‘Yeah, guna means you toilet…you shit!’ Just the way he says it…now we’re all having a 
good laugh. The joke’s on Pauline, but she’s a good kid and saw the funny side of it. She 
reckons she’d heard about how Chinese was all about how you say [intone] something 
but it seemed that’s how Aboriginal languages must be too…4 

 
 

                                            
3 A commonly used abbreviation for traditional owners. 
4 Interview  T26 – 3 September 2007 – emphasis his. 
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This story at once reveals both the separate group discourse and the common 

discourse. The first form is illustrated by the actual style of Ken’s narrative. He 

tells the story to me, a former insider, in exactly the way he would tell it to other 

white rangers, using reference to places (like the top of Gunlom), common 

acquaintances (Ron’s giggle as ‘that way of his’) and words (like guna) we both 

know – as he reinforces periodically by acknowledging that indeed I do know. 

This is how one hears stories among the white rangers, punctuated by 

affirmations of ‘inside knowledge’ that has been acquired in the course of daily 

work. There is an equivalent process among Aboriginal rangers and traditional 

owners. This takes a number of formats. Jokes about a particular white ranger’s 

perceived ineptitude, insensitivity, or their trying too hard to ingratiate themselves 

to traditional owners are common; but stories also take on a more solicitous tone 

that indicates a concern for a particular white ranger’s circumstances, or 

acknowledges a kind act. There are also terse and angry complaints about white 

rangers and other administrative staff, usually to do with how these people have 

done something without letting a particular traditional owner know. Sooner or 

later, the white rangers may hear of these complaints, as I discuss later in this 

chapter.   

 

The second form, the common discourse, is revealed in what Ken is actually 

describing, and goes to how social cohesion between traditional owners and 

white rangers, or between Aboriginal rangers and white rangers, is constantly re-

created. It fills a ready made ‘third space’ that Holcombe (1998:139-141) uses to 

explain the interaction between whites and Aborigines in a central desert 

community. It arises out of the shared experience, created and discussed at the 

event itself, and repeated in later moments as reminiscence. This is not an 

uncommon occurrence among groups of people who share a degree of social 

isolation and hardship in their work, as anthropologist John van Maanen 

(1978b:299-306) notes for a metropolitan police force in the United States. 

Anthopologist Eyal Ben-Ari (1998:29-30) makes similar observations about the 

reservist infantry in Israel. Here Ken is re-telling a gentle joke at the expense of a 
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tolerant outsider, but stories often refer to some degree of shared hardship or 

danger, for example where both are working together to pull a truck out of the 

mud. Like stories the world over, they serve to socialise and transmit key 

messages about the activities being undertaken. 

 

Such revisiting of past times might happen when traditional owners have called 

into the district office and they are talking casually with the rangers around the 

office table, or when they are just leaning on fences or cars. Other times the past 

comes up while traditional owners and white rangers are travelling together, 

perhaps to Darwin or Pine Creek for a meeting, or out into some remote part of 

the park.  Sometimes bonds are made simply through noticing things – a car on 

the side of the road with nobody in attendance, pig tracks, a snake, a patch of 

weeds – anything unusual at all. Rangers notice change. Through their 

upbringing and socialisation as children, many Aboriginal rangers are especially 

good at noticing the out of place, and as the white rangers gain experience they 

increasingly mimic Aboriginal ways of seeing and knowing, an issue that I 

problematise later in this chapter. At other times the travel can be used to do 

what is done on the job itself – teaching technique, exchanging gossip, or 

reminiscing.  

 

Perhaps it is because most park work is so routinised, and hard to enliven 

textually, that accounts of what rangers and park managers do are rare.5 We 

might reasonably conclude from the dearth of writing on the subject that what 

rangers actually do is of little interest, not only to the general public, but also to 

protected area professionals. Yet, as Pierre Bourdieu (1977:78-79) reminds us, it 

is these very routines that maintain and renew the habitus of the workplace and 

                                            
5 After extensive searching, the best examples I could find were a three-page sample from United 
States park managers’ diaries (Sharpe et al. 1983:311-313); a hypothetical account of the daily 
life of an Australian ranger (Worboys et al. 2005:304-307); small sections of Edward Abbey’s 
(1968) now very out-of-date book about his season as a temporary ranger in The Arches National 
Monument in the US; and an even more out-of-date book by the US National Park Service’s 
second director, Horace Albright, first published in 1928 (Albright & Taylor 1972). One actually 
gains a better sense of contemporary park routines and activity from the novels of former park 
ranger, Nevada Barr (e.g. 1993; 2000; 2004), which she locates in famous US protected areas. 
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regulate the ways in which the social order is reproduced, its structure. Whilst 

they are thus significant in determining how any protected area is managed, my 

argument is that such routines are even more significant in Kakadu where 

challenges to the established order are embedded in the separate discourses, 

and reveal the fragility of the edifice that is joint management. In managing the 

boredom, the oppressive heat and humidity, the runnels of sweat, and the flies 

and mosquitoes, the rangers have also adopted cultural means of coping with the 

adverse conditions of the workplace. The jokes, the reminiscences, the methods 

of passing on knowledge and technique are an essential part of the common 

discourse that is, in turn, so much of practice. They are at once symbols of 

practice, and practice itself, both metaphor and metonym.  

 

The district meeting  

Let me now illustrate another aspect of park routine through the detail of a district 

meeting that shows a little of the intimacies between group members, the 

courtesies that each group pays to the other, and the awkwardness and tensions 

that are part of the daily routine. 

 

It is around eight thirty on a gloomy wet Monday morning in February at the East 

Alligator Ranger Station. I am here as park manager, having negotiated the 

relatively complicated trip from headquarters by road and river in the company of 

Roger, one of the operations managers, earlier in the morning. We are about to 

meet in the breezeway between the two pavilions of one of the original houses 

built by the park service in 1980. Most of the park’s five districts have purpose-

built offices, but here the rangers make do with a modified house as their work 

base. For most of the year the fly-screened breezeway is a relatively comfortable 

place to be, but right now clear plastic blinds have been lowered against the drifts 

of rain that penetrate the flywire. The blinds stop most of the rain but now and 

then a gust sneaks through the gaps, dampening anyone standing too close. 

Occasionally someone shivers conspicuously, as people do when they get wet in 

the tropics. Our waiting is punctuated by the occasional rapid stamping of feet as 
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late arrivals decelerate from the sprint through the rain from their houses or 

vehicles. As we drink the tea and coffee on offer, small talk shifts from one 

subject to another. A head count begins before we move into the formality of the 

meeting. Apart from Roger and me there should be six rangers here today, three 

Aboriginal and three white. 

 

There is always slight hesitancy at the beginnings of meetings, underpinned by a 

tacit understanding that they will not start until at least most of the rangers are 

present. This can be represented as a kind of hybrid arrangement that embraces 

the tension between the Western formal agenda and the manner in which 

Aboriginal people tend to approach meetings. For example Alan, the chief ranger 

chairing the meeting, waits until nearly everyone is present before starting, as 

opposed to starting at the moment a quorum exists – and he allows several 

agendas to criss-cross each other as the meeting progresses. On this occasion 

the head counting leads into a couple of extra items being written up on the 

already well-covered whiteboard, while at the same time there is speculation 

about where Bob, one of the Aboriginal rangers, might be. Someone comments 

that his baby daughter is sick. The speculation is cut short as we see Bob 

walking towards the office through the rain. Inside, he shakes out a yellow plastic 

coat, acknowledges Roger and me, and walks to the table with a small smile. 

‘Chopper coming in today?’ he asks brightly. The conversation turns to the 

weather again. Weather really matters on a day like this, because not only will it 

determine what happens to the work program, but also whether Bob’s sick 

daughter will be able to get to medical treatment in Jabiru.  

 

The conversation canvasses the missed opportunity to have gone up the river in 

the boat that collected Roger and me, and whether there was any likelihood of 

the helicopter arriving with the rain now so heavy. The aircraft has been arranged 

for this morning to ferry East Alligator staff out to a weed-spraying site. This line 

of discussion is interrupted by the appearance of Bob’s wife, Lucy, her mother, 

and one small boy of about four outside the flywire door of the office. They all 
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come in and stand dejectedly as the conversation about the chopper resumes 

briefly. Lucy is cradling their baby daughter, who coughs occasionally, the loose 

mucousy rattle of small children when they are sick. Bronwyn, one of the white 

rangers, gets up, puts her arm around Lucy briefly, gently squeezing her wet 

shoulders. Lucy smiles and looks down, as Bronwyn jokes with her mother about 

the apparently disastrous day’s fishing a few days earlier. 

 

Some of us pay attention to the park radio, which is relaying messages about 

river heights and a ranger gone missing. One of the South Alligator District 

rangers went out very early to look at a river crossing and has not yet reported in. 

Whilst this probably means only some minor breakdown, we are more than 

slightly concerned – there are always hazards of one kind or another, especially 

in weather like this. In the middle of that radio to-ing and fro-ing, the park 

headquarters intervenes to announce that the helicopter hire company has 

cancelled flying for at least several hours. The aircraft expected at the East 

Alligator at eleven is going to be late, or more likely, will not come at all today. As 

this news is being digested the rain ironically starts to ease off outside, and Bob’s 

family trudges back home to wait for some brighter news about getting to Jabiru. 

 

The formal style of meeting, started half an hour ago but informalised by more 

pressing matters, resumes with Alan outlining what he thinks might be discussed. 

He suggests that before I speak they run through last week’s program. Attention 

turns to the large whiteboard and its imposing lists of tasks. Individual rangers 

report briefly on particular items, notably those relating to the weed-spraying 

program. Some tasks are rubbed off and others are added. Although most 

attention at this time of the year is on weed spraying, there is also maintenance 

to be done, at the Ubirr toilet block and the boat ramps on the East Alligator 

River, for example. The week’s program is being framed around whether there 

would be further intermittent bursts of heavy monsoonal rain that had started a 

few days ago. There is tension about getting all the weeds sprayed in time. 

Failure to spray soon will result in the weeds setting seed and initiating further 
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spread – yet spraying within a few hours of rain could render the weedicide 

ineffective.  

 

The weed-spraying topic exhausted, I say my piece, mainly about the Canberra-

directed requirement for all rangers to complete their performance appraisals. 

This is about my fourth attempt to persuade the rangers to comply with a ‘new’ 

initiative that has been running for months. Although I am assisted by a small-

scale financial inducement (in the form of a slight pay rise if there is satisfactory 

compliance through the whole department), it is an unpopular issue with almost 

all the staff and so I suggest a few points that might help people get through what 

they see as insurmountable requirements for detail. There are a few sighs and 

small-scale objections, which Roger helps me in answering. In the end it is 

agreed that he will come back to assist the processing of these forms by the 

deadline. It is time for more coffee and some of the bun we have brought from 

the Jabiru bakery, a moment of reconciliation between me and the resisting staff 

as I attempt to mediate between them and the Canberra bosses. The issue has 

provided an opportunity to demonstrate unity between the Aboriginal and white 

rangers of the district, for although the Aboriginal rangers say very little, both 

groups despise what they see as bureaucratic intrusion into their lives, and they 

use this meeting to make their feelings clear. To this point they have been 

resisting by means of a mixture of grumbling and what Scott (1986:6) calls ‘foot-

dragging’, one of his list of ‘weapons of the weak’. 

 

Following a common workplace pattern in the creation of ‘them’ and ‘us’, the 

issue also provides an opportunity for a show of solidarity between the Aboriginal 

and white rangers of the district at the expense of the park manager and those I 

am representing on this occasion. A few weeks later Alan tells me that after 

Roger and I had gone they all had a good laugh at my expense. My intervention 

had contributed another minor story to add into the common discourse 

subtending the identity formation of the East Alligator ranger group. In her study 

of the health service of the Northern Territory, anthropologist Tess Lea (2008:60-
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62) discusses a readily identifiable ‘inferential classification system that 

distinguishes “here” and “us” from “them” and “there” within specific work sites’. 

Her key point is that many workers in outlying locations take on oppositional 

stances that not only attempt to create separate collective identity from the ‘head 

office’, but are also a form of denial that the workers are an integral part of the 

very state and system to which they object.     

 

At over two hours this meeting is longer than most of the several hundred that 

take place in the park each year. Yet, in many ways it is typical of park meetings 

and serves to introduce the multiple tensions that circulate around district life and 

the enactment of joint management at this local level. It also serves to introduce 

those characteristics of district life that matter most to the actors in it. Around this 

one meeting we witness many of these: the effects of weather on the work 

program and the domestic life of the people who live in the district; the way 

senior staff accommodate the domestic needs of rangers and their families in 

remote places, while trying to fulfil their official functions; the way they tolerate 

the confusion attributable to overlapping agendas, while trying to get through 

their own; the tentative friendships and familiarities between Aboriginal and white 

rangers; the way in which the park radio is used to show concern for, and 

solidarity with, other districts at the same time as it intrudes and adds confusion 

to an already confused disorder; and finally the resistance of staff (both 

Aboriginal and white) to an aspect of modern corporate management, the staff 

performance appraisal. Most of these serve to act as cohesive forces between 

Aboriginal and white staff – the adverse weather conditions that impede both the 

weed control plans and obtaining medical attention; the park radio working as a 

useful news-gathering tool; and staff uniting in their resistance against the weight 

of further bureaucratic reform.  

 

The unspoken of the day-to-day 

This meeting also serves to introduce two issues that may not be readily 

apparent to an outsider but which are important in analysing the nature of this 

123 
 



workplace. The first is that in every meeting, every encounter, every piece of field 

work undertaken in the district, the three most senior rangers are white. The 

second is that the Aboriginal rangers here are not traditional owners. They are 

relatives of traditional owners (and are entitled to have access to the park by 

Aboriginal tradition), or they are other Aboriginal people accepted by traditional 

owners. But they are not actual traditional owners and so do not have primary 

authority, either in this area or anywhere in the park. Whilst the provisions of the 

park leases (in which they are referred to as ‘Relevant Aboriginals’6) shore up 

their positions, they have neither the direct moral authority of Aboriginal tradition 

(and its forms of legal incorporation within Western governance), nor the 

authority that the state confers through the hierarchical structures of the public 

service. Aboriginal rangers are on, or very near, the bottom rung of the park’s 

hierarchy, and often on short-term contracts, a factor that can add to their sense 

of low status. In almost every task they are being given directions by a white 

ranger, a situation that is tacitly accepted by both parties. As we saw in Chapter 

1 there are situations where Aboriginal rangers are also traditional owners, and 

both they and the white rangers have to manage role reversal. 

 

The low hierarchical ranking of Aboriginal rangers is a feature of park life that 

sometimes shocks people encountering such asymmetry for the first time, as it 

did the Yolgnu visitor from North Eastern Arnhemland, Dja’a’\ba, whom we met in 

Chapter 3. The shock may be all the more acute where people are familiar with 

the valorised accounts of joint management in official literature like the latest 

Management Plan (KNP&DNP 2007), park service annual reports (see e.g. DNP 

2007), and material produced for park visitors. For example: 
Joint management is about Bininj and Balanda working together, solving problems 
together, sharing decision-making responsibilities and exchanging knowledge, skills and 
information. Important objectives of joint management are to make sure that traditional 
skills and knowledge associated with looking after culture and country, and Bininj cultural 
rules regarding how decisions should be made, continue to be respected and 
maintained…(KNP&DNP 2007:7). 
  

                                            
6 The concept of Relevant Aboriginals is borrowed from the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern 
Territory) Act that confers usufructary rights to close family.  
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Rangers and traditional owners endure the ambiguities of the space that lies 

between the high rhetoric of these documents and realities of the day-to-day in 

the office and the field. They know also that such ambiguities have been raised 

often but largely unaddressed, since managers first identified the low hierarchical 

position of Aboriginal rangers in the late 1980s. According to the leases, the park 

service was (and still is) obliged to act – because of a clause that states that the 

Director is covenanted ‘to take all practical steps to promote Relevant Aboriginal 

administration management and control of the Park’ (KNP&DNP 2007:156). 

 

The action taken by the park service when the inequalities were first articulated 

was to engage literacy specialists Peter Wignell and Kate Boyd, who in their 

published report (Wignell & Boyd 1994) affirmed what the park managers of the 

time believed. Aboriginal rangers were not being promoted because of their poor 

literacy. In their words: 
…while numbers of Bining [bininj] staff are employed, most are at the lower levels of the 
hierarchy. The hierarchy has Bining at the top (Board of Management), Bining at and 
around the bottom, and mostly Balanda [white staff] in the middle. This is a situation 
which will be shown to be intricately tied to literacy…(1994:10). 
   

Wignall and Boyd’s theme was continued in the park’s fourth management plan 

(KNP&PA 1998)7, which devoted several pages to the topic and thus created an 

impression that literacy training would be afforded very serious attention by park 

management. During his field work for Kakadu (2000) in the mid 1990s, 

Lawrence noticed considerable apathy and disenchantment with the park service 

among the Aboriginal people generally. He saw this as a ‘natural response to 

being placed at the bottom of the staffing ladder and remaining there indefinitely’ 

(2000:271). Lawrence identified the employment and training of Aboriginal 

rangers as one of six ‘crucial aspects of joint management’ (2000:264), and 

suggested several causes – gaps in literacy and numeracy skills between 

Aboriginal and white staff (the issue that had led to Wignell and Boyd’s 

consultancy); gaps between the life experiences of the two groups; and the 

                                            
7 Until the passage of the legislation that currently governs the park, the Environmental Protection 
and Biodiversity Conservation Act, in 1999, management plans were officially titled ‘Plan of 
Management’. I adopt the contemporary wording here.  
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unwillingness of Aboriginal staff to perform duties as guides and interpretative 

officers (2000:271-276).  

 

Notwithstanding Lawrence’s analysis and the earlier concerns of Wignall and 

Boyd and the fourth management plan, action to remedy the perceived gaps has 

not been sufficient to see Aboriginal rangers moving up the hierarchy, and now 

redressive action appears to be slipping away into oblivion. The 2007 

Management Plan, for example, relegates action to only the first two lines of the 

following passage: 
Develop, implement and regularly review Bininj learning and development strategies 
linked to implementing this plan. Where possible strategies will take a collaborative and 
regional approach and will include provision for: 
- accredited training and studies 
- literacy and numeracy development … 
- ongoing career development, mentoring and coaching, including supervisory and 

management skill development…(KNP&DNP 2007:39-40). 
 

The linkage is made to ‘implementing this plan’, but not to the clause in the 

leases that mandates the Director ‘to take all practical steps to promote Relevant 

Aboriginal administration management and control of the Park’ (2007:156). So 

the words are enabling for the Director to take those practical steps, but now lack 

the conviction and vigour that marked acknowledgement of the issue in the 1998 

plan (KNP&PA 1998).  

 

The awkward truth of asymmetry thus occupies the tacit universe of the 

unspoken and continues to pervade all aspects of the park’s day-to-day 

operations. In this respect the unspoken mirrors what anthropologist Jeff 

Collmann (1988:142-147) calls ‘avoidance patterns’. In his description and 

analysis of social interaction between Aboriginal people and the NT cattle 

industry of the 1970s, a theatre known for its paternalistic and grossly unequal 

power relations, Collmann discusses a common sequence in the way 

relationships were established between white pastoralists and Aboriginal 

stockmen. He tells us that in the initial phases of the relationship a pastoralist 

would commonly whip the Aboriginal ‘boys’ (actually young, or even not so 

young, men) with a stockwhip. In so doing the pastoralist established his 
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superiority by force and affirmed state-sanctioned capacity to wield violent power. 

Once established, Collmann argues, there was no longer any reason for the 

whipping to continue. The violent physical abuse was replaced by avoidance 

patterns that marked a ‘mature’ relationship between the two.8 Collmann sees 

this as the phase in which the pastoralist and Aboriginal stockman were co-

dependent, but in a very unequal way, with the pastoralist being dependent on 

Aboriginal labour and the Aboriginal men dependent on the pastoralist for work. 

Such asymmetry embarrassed the pastoralist, who marked the topic with silence. 

In Kakadu white rangers never meted out such violence, but there is 

nevertheless the embarrassment that the white rangers carry each day in their 

contacts, for which they have no answer, and which they too mark with silence. 

 

Challenging asymmetry 

As I found out shortly after starting work as park manager in 2002, the silences 

cannot be interpreted as some kind of total hegemony in which the status quo is 

tacitly accepted. They mask powerful resentments that need little provocation 

before they leap to the fore. A few weeks prior to my arrival a selection 

committee had interviewed for senior ranger positions that could have been filled 

by either white or Aboriginal rangers. The committee, which included 

representatives of both traditional owners and district staff, recommended the 

appointment of two very capable white rangers, a decision that was announced 

just after I took up the position. The announcement gave rise to a series of 

unhappy protests from some Aboriginal applicants who had missed out on the 

promotions to positions they were certainly capable of filling.9 They were 

                                            
8 In his discussion about modes of domination, Bourdieu argues this behaviour as a generalised 
condition once the conditions of power have been established. Comparing societies in which 
there is no regulatory apparatus, in which power has to be mediated and re-established 
constantly, he says: ‘By contrast, domination no longer needs to be exerted in a direct, personal 
way when it is entailed in possession of the means (economic or cultural capital) of appropriating 
the mechanisms of the field of production and the field of cultural production, which tend to 
assure their own reproduction by their very functioning, independently of any deliberate 
intervention by the agents.’…(1977:183-184). 
9 Park staff positions in the districts are classified within a hierarchy determined by the Australian 
Public Service. Base level positions, called rangers, are appointed at Level 1 or 2, and there are 
two grades of Senior Ranger, Level 3 and Level 4. The highest grading for a ranger is Level 5, 
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assessed as having good ‘bush skills’ (ways of observing, tracking and noticing, 

for instance) and the knowledge that was needed to work (and lead others) 

effectively in the bush – but they were judged to be not as suitable for the 

positions as the white rangers who had been able to enhance their organisational 

capacities and superior literacy with the ‘bush skills’ they had learnt from 

Aboriginal people. It was therefore relatively easy for the selection committee to 

judge the white rangers as the superior candidates. 

 

The (legitimate) processes of appointment/promotion within the public service 

had thus effectively blocked Aboriginal people from rising up the ranks. This 

instance was not the first time such blocking had occurred, as many traditional 

owners and Aboriginal rangers reminded me, both around the time of this 

incident and in interviews for the present study. Around the time of the incident 

direct protests took the form of personal representations and strongly worded 

letters. Grievances were expressed politely but bluntly, and accompanied by 

requests for the appointments to be reviewed. The cold politeness of these 

initiatives scarcely concealed the anger and hurt of the people who had been 

bypassed. An independent consultant was called in. He conducted a detailed 

formal inquiry, and although he made recommendations that gave greater weight 

to non-interview procedures such as referee reports and informal means of 

assessment, his brief did not allow investigation into the disadvantages that the 

Aboriginal candidates faced through, for instance, such institution-favouring 

factors as literacy and relevant life experience. 

 

The fact that the aggrieved Aboriginal rangers took relatively concerted action, in 

the sense that their protests were synchronised and assisted by an interested 

white supporter, meant that the park bureaucracy had to take them seriously.10 In 

                                                                                                                                  
the Chief Ranger for one of the five park districts. These positions were at the lower of the two 
senior ranger grades, Level 3. 
10 The role of white supporters in assisting Aboriginal groups to take actions against the interests 
of the state is a relatively unexplored field, but available evidence suggests that they often play 
key roles in organising and marshalling concerted Aboriginal actions that take place occasionally. 
For example, anthropologist Bill Day (2001:65-68) discusses protests by Aboriginal people living 
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turn this effort led to the consultant’s report that changed some of the rules in a 

minor way – but there was not enough momentum in their complaints to do much 

more than force the relatively minor procedural changes that the consultant 

recommended. As park manager I was an actor in the remedial activity that 

followed the initial protests, and did my best to do justice to the very awkward 

situation I faced as a new incumbent. Yet I was surprised that there was no major 

support for the Aboriginal rangers, especially from traditional owners or other 

Aboriginal groups, like the Northern Land Council, or from unions, for example. 

The Board did ultimately endorse the actions of the executive managers involved 

and approved the minor adjustments to procedure, but it took no lead role in 

either seeking justice or remediation, nor was there any questioning of why 

Aboriginal rangers were finding moving up the ranks so difficult generally.  

 

Several factors probably contributed to the lack of demonstrable support for the 

rangers from other Aboriginal people and groups. One is the management 

group’s prompt decision to take the complaints seriously, that is, to commission 

an inquiry into the way in which the selection decisions were made. Victor Turner 

(1974:39) calls this ‘redressive action’. He identifies four phases in dramas 

associated with social conflict – first comes breach of ‘regular, norm-governed 

social relations’; second, a mounting sense of crisis that follows the breach; third, 

redressive action; and fourth, reintegration of the disturbed social group into the 

main group. In this particular crisis the breach could be said to have occurred 

when the reasonable hopes and expectations of the Aboriginal rangers, based on 

the espoused logics of jointness in declarations of joint management, were 

dashed by the announcement that white rangers had been appointed to the 

vacant positions. 

 
                                                                                                                                  
on the outskirts of Darwin when the NT Government threatened to take away their living space in 
the late 1990s, and how he assisted them in crystallising forms of action they could take without 
taking a leadership role himself. Day’s activities are not unlike those of the individuals who 
assisted in the two 1960s actions that led to later recognition of Aboriginal land rights in the NT – 
the Gurindji stockmen’s walkout from Wave Hill Station (Hardy 1972), and the (unsuccessful) 
legal action to stop bauxite mining near Gove (Milirrpum vs. Nabalco Pty. Ltd. and the 
Commonwealth of Australia 1971).  
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The second phase, the mounting sense of crisis, came in the form of escalating 

complaints of the disadvantaged group; the third was in the management group’s 

immediate response and the subsequent professional inquiry; and the fourth was 

where members of the group, and members of a broader Aboriginal public 

(traditional owners, Board members, and other Aboriginal rangers) accepted the 

consultants’ recommendations and took no further action. It is the third phase 

that is of interest here. Turner has a clear view that redressive action must be 

timely and appropriate: 
In order to limit the spread of the crisis, certain adjustive and redressive “mechanisms,” 
… informal or formal, institutionalized or ad hoc, are swiftly brought into action by leading 
or structurally representative members of the disturbed social system. These 
mechanisms vary in type and complexity with such factors as the depth and shared social 
significance of the breach, the social inclusiveness of the crisis, the nature of the social 
group within which the breach took place, and the degree of its autonomy with reference 
to wider or external systems of social relations…(1974:39). 
 

Although the inquiry took some months to complete and only provided a small 

amount of satisfaction to the plaintiffs, I suggest it did play a part in limiting the 

spread of this crisis.  

 

A second factor that influenced the issue’s containment was the appeasing effect 

over a different escalation. The announcement of an inquiry aggravated some of 

the white rangers who had been involved in the selection process. They 

complained to many people, including me, that they felt slighted when their 

judgement was called into question, and that they would watch the processes of 

the inquiry very closely to ensure that they were not wrongly accused of 

unfairness or bias. That they made their opinions known to a wide cross-section 

of Kakadu people, including those Aboriginal people with whom they had good 

personal relationships, probably had some effect in keeping the issue bounded. 

A third factor that kept the issue from escalating is the possibility that it had 

limited relevance to the broader group of Aboriginal interests at the time. The 

issue did not affect enough Aboriginal people personally for it to ignite wider 

passions, in the Board, for example. Yet, neither it nor the more generic issue of 

Aboriginal aspirations has been forgotten, as we discover in the following section.   
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‘It’s harder and harder…for bininj’ 

In the field work for this study traditional owners and former Aboriginal staff were 

quick to comment about how difficult it is for them to work in the park. Whereas I 

took great pains to ask questions that might elicit positive views about the park, 

the issue of secure employment and promotion inevitably came to the fore. 

Several expressed disappointment on behalf of their fellow traditional owners in 

the following terms: 
…this fellow, you know, he own this country…he been living here all his life, and he 
missed out, and people from somewhere else get the job.11 
 
Old people used to get jobs okay, but now young ones want to work as rangers on own 
country. But Parks make it hard for them with interview. Some Mirarr kids want to work 
[as Park rangers]. [They] were working last year, but was hard for them. Older people 
should talk to the young ones to make them understand the bininj [Aboriginal] and 
balanda [white people] ways.  Future is mix of ways. I want to see young ones grow up to 
look after country in future. Last year the young ones went straight to work…only one 
month. No explaining. [They were told] ‘next time’. After that nothing happened. Then the 
next ones on list got the jobs. But they from other country. Ones from here left out. This 
year we got trainee offers, but them not proper jobs. Just a couple of months for labour. 
Not proper jobs and proper training…Senior traditional owner, Yvonne Margarula.12 
 

 

Traditional owners also note that the promotion of Aboriginal interests was a 

feature of park life in the early days, recalling what one of the senior park service 

officers was then fond of saying: ‘My objective is to see a black bottom in my seat 

when I leave.’ I think it was a sincere comment for those days, and a worthy 

objective, but how did such slippage occur? The answer is implicit in a comment 

by Reg, another of the early white park staff: 
…I did think, in my own naïve little way I guess, at the start, that we were aiming for an 
Aboriginal park superintendent, and you know, an Aboriginal run park… but it became 
apparent towards the end that in fact we were further from that than we were at the 
start…13 
 

And also Tom, another of the traditional owners: 
Moving up the ranks is very hard for us. That’s why I resigned. I acted as ASO3 [Level 3] 
but couldn’t get permanent. It’s harder and harder for bininj. We need to fill out more and 
more paperwork…it’s getting harder and harder…14  

                                            
11 Interview T23 – 9 March 2006. 
12 Comments dictated to Gundjeihmi Aboriginal Corporation officer Geoff Kyle in response to my 
request for Yvonne’s clearance of an earlier interview record, 25 January 2008.  
13 Interview T6 – 3 March 2005 – emphasis his. 
14 Interview N9 – 20 March 2006 – emphasis his. 
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Both Reg and Tom reflect on a phenomenon not unknown in sociological 

analysis, the shifting target. In his analysis of social life in a 1970s northern 

Canadian settlement, anthropologist Robert Paine (1977:79-80) takes up an 

imaginary nursery scene at mealtime, devised by British nanny M A Gibbs: 
 “May I get down, Nanny?” 
 “Not until you have finished your bread and butter, dear.” 
 “But Nanny – “ 
 “Eat up your bread and butter, dear.” 
 The bread and butter is eaten. 
 “Not too fast, dear, and don’t cram your mouth like that. It is bad manners.” 
 “Can I leave the crust, Nanny?” 
 “No, dear. Waste not, want not.” 
 “But I don’t like crusts, Nanny.” 
 “Never mind. Eat it up. You may be glad of it someday.” 
 “It’s all gone now, so may I get down, Nanny?” 
 “If you say please, dear.” 
 “Please, Nanny.” 
 “Wait till I take your bib off and then say Grace.” 

“For what wehavereceivedmaythelordmakeustrulythankfulamen. May I get down now, 
Nanny? Please.” 
“Yes dear, you may.” 
 

 

Originally adopted by British sociologist Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy (1973:121-

122) to illustrate the certainty and security of the nanny-child relationship, Paine 

uses it to demonstrate how the white officers of the mainstream Canadian public 

service and the colonised Inuit have become not simply co-dependent, but also 

co-dependent in an adult-child manner. And whilst in the actual nursery example 

there is an end to a game that lasts only minute or so, there is no ‘Yes dear, you 

may’ at the end in Kakadu. The Kakadu mob has been enacting this game for 

nearly three decades while the targets shift further away. Let me re-create the 

nursery game, Kakadu style: 
 [1979] ‘Can I be a ranger in Kakadu?’ 

‘Yes, of course. We love the idea of Aboriginal rangers. But first you have to be a trainee 
to learn how to work with the tourists, shoot feral animals, spray weeds, and drive 
Toyotas.’ 
‘I can drive Toyotas, shoot feral pigs and buffaloes, and spraying weeds should be OK – 
but I don’t want to work with tourists.’ 
‘Well, sorry, that’s part of the national park business. We’ll teach you confidence to work 
with white people.’ 
Reluctantly he learns to work with tourists. 
[About 1987] ‘Can I be a full ranger now? I have been here for quite a few years now.’ 
‘Yes, but to be a full ranger you will need to learn more about report writing.’ 
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[About 1997] ‘OK, I have done that. Can I now?’ 
‘Yes, but ranger work is getting more and more complex. We now have to work according 
to programs and the future is about computers, so we need you to be able to handle 
computers and general office work if you are to take charge of the district…and also there 
is law enforcement work. Can you handle that?’ 
‘Hmm, I’m not so keen on some of these things…but anyway what about recognising 
some of our bush skills on which the park depends a good deal?’ 
‘Sure, OK, we will set up a special project for one of the bininj rangers to work out how 
these skills can be accredited in the public service.’ 
  

 

This barely fictive dialogue does finish with established fact. The special project 

was a real piece of work that took place between 1999 and 2002, led by an 

Aboriginal ex-ranger, one of the park’s original trainees, who spent three years 

devising the means to define and recognise Aboriginal skills. In 2004 the Board 

of Management approved a proposal that would allow the incorporation of these 

skills into the selection criteria (DNP 2004:85). It now does appear for base level 

roles, but a contradictory trajectory has actually been established for more senior 

positions. Senior ranger advertisements as recently as 2007 and 2008 have the 

following selection criteria: 

1. An awareness of issues affecting indigenous people in remote locations, and a capacity to 
contribute sensitively and effectively to the joint management of a World Heritage National Park. 

2. Demonstrated practical skills in National Park management with an emphasis on management 
of weeds, feral animals, fire, cultural site management and dangerous animals, visitor 
management and maintenance programs. 

3. Ability to assist with training and supervision of staff from a variety of backgrounds. 

4. Sound oral and written communication skills including the ability to participate in Park 
interpretive activities, liaise with a variety of stakeholders and provide written reports.   

5. A knowledge and understanding of Commonwealth law enforcement procedures, relevant 
legislation and the Kakadu Park Plan of Management.  

6. The ability to participate in and adapt to change in the workplace, and be an effective member 
of a team. 

7. An understanding of Workplace Diversity, Workplace Participation, Occupational Health and 
Safety and the ability to apply them in the workplace. 

 

Although the first criterion requires ‘awareness of issues’ and ‘capacity to 

contribute sensitively and effectively to the joint management…’, most criteria 

relate to duties that are standard for a national park organised along the lines of 

the Yellowstone model. They are Western criteria, and pay little attention to 

Aboriginal experience, knowledge, and skills. Aboriginal candidates will be 

133 
 



successful in such positions only through their adoption of Western skill sets, 

whereas white candidates have only to learn to behave in a manner that is 

sensitive to a ‘jointly managed’ national park. Any clear advantage for Aboriginal 

candidates in this criterion is minimal. Over the years more and more Western 

ideas, techniques and procedures (like the Canberra-inspired move for staff 

appraisals mentioned in the description of the staff meeting) have been installed, 

little by little, into the modus operandi of the park, eventually to change the 

character of the workplace. In the process these ideas, techniques and 

procedures have created a habitus that is difficult to dislodge – and Aboriginal 

people have been left behind, as they are reminded each day. Traditional owners 

have specifically approved some of the shifts in the required skill sets, and in 

other cases their approvals have been tacit. Either way, it is difficult to refute the 

proposition that the frontier bureaucracy has achieved a form of workforce 

Westernisation in Aboriginal domains through rationality and stealth, and 

achieved hegemony of the never-total kind of which Raymond Williams 

(1977:108-114) writes.15 

 

In the early days all rangers, Aboriginal and white, were out in the field for much 

of the time, working on projects where the superior bush skills of the Aborigines 

were transferred to the white rangers and where white rangers were able to 

reciprocate by passing on bureaucratic skills like filling in field data sheets. The 

incident that illustrates bonding between the two groups at the beginning of this 

chapter took place in 2002, but that kind of interaction between black and white 

was much more commonplace in the park’s first decade than it is these days. 

Commenting on the value of one particular scientific officer in the park as a good 

communicator and a person who wanted to help traditional owners learn 

administrative skills and techniques, one of the traditional owners also alluded to 

                                            
15 Some anthropologist colleagues have commented to me that institutions like housing 
cooperatives in Aboriginal communities are similarly colonised by Western methods and 
processes, leaving the Aboriginal workers of such cooperatives marginalised and discouraged, to 
the point that they leave the enterprise – suggesting that marginalisation and despair are 
common, and not peculiar to park management. 
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how the rangers, especially white rangers, are increasingly tied up in 

administrative requirements: 
Max was an effective trainer. He taught us about weed control, both here and all over the 
world. We had been giving weed control a miss but he showed us how to do it. We didn’t 
have time. The pressures of other work always got in the way. People [white rangers] are 
too busy…and so the training is offered to the young people, but not the step higher. Yes, 
some [Aboriginal] people are happy to stay at the bottom, but the park should look for 
[Aboriginal] people to go higher…16 

 
 

The increased, and steadily increasing, bureaucratic load, like the requirements 

for chief rangers to administer their own budgets through an electronic financial 

data management system, has been responsible for drawing skilled white 

rangers out of the field into clerical work. This means that the chief rangers in 

particular, but all the white rangers to an increasing extent (as evidenced by the 

selection criteria for a Level 3 senior ranger), are more and more tied up in the 

office. Correspondingly, the Aboriginal rangers are in the field alone. 

Representing this situation as ‘Aboriginal rangers in the bush, emptying rubbish 

bins, while the white rangers are sitting at a computer screen’ might be dismissed 

as caricature. Yet, this is how most traditional owners and Aboriginal rangers see 

the situation, and they use this view to illustrate their point that the basic work 

they are doing has to be done just as much as the computer-based 

administrative work. They say that if all skills were equally recognised and 

rewarded there would be a much greater sense of equity and contentment on the 

job, and less resentment of the way their ‘bush skills’ are appropriated. Their 

claim is that they willingly impart these to the new white rangers who are either 

already paid at a higher level or absorb such skills, enjoining them with 

bureaucratic skills to gain promotions. Myers (1980:320) reports that his Pintubi 

subjects suspected similar appropriation of Aboriginal knowledge and skills in 

situations where recompense was minimal as ‘cheating’. Some Kakadu 

traditional owners are more brutal in their terminology, calling it ‘stealing’. 

 

                                            
16 Interview N3 – 2 March 2006 – emphasis mine. 
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The same traditional owners also point out another issue that antagonises them. 

Some of these bush skills, that vast lexicon of knowledge that is often 

shorthanded as TEK, Traditional Ecological Knowledge (see e.g. Williams & 

Baines 1993), are not transferable at all. Only the Aboriginal people themselves 

can really know certain things as they travel about the bush – in particular seeing 

with their own eyes and reporting this knowledge to traditional owners and other 

countrymen and women. They say functions of this kind are not the business of 

the white rangers, or the broader white population, and although such 

‘inspectorial’ roles can be performed in the course of official duty there is general 

acceptance that they should not be part of paid work. Nevertheless Aboriginal 

people want recognition that ‘knowing’ is not just about those skills and 

knowledge that can be transferred to white rangers, but also about being 

Aboriginal. Their claim resonates with Nadasdy’s (2003:60-113) discussion of the 

same topic, in which his Canadian Aboriginal informants reject the idea of simple 

transfer of knowledge into the dominant culture. From the viewpoint of the 

traditional owners and Aboriginal rangers their way of life is slipping further and 

further out of sight of the park service as the focus of park work becomes more 

Westernised. They also have to contend with the growing suspicion among white 

rangers that TEK is not so deep as it once was.  

 

I will complete this section on a brighter note. While I was interviewing for this 

project, I asked all participants which section or activity in the park worked best. 

With very few exceptions they were quick with the answer: ‘the mimosa team’. 

Many went on to comment that the program was well organised, and that it had 

clear objectives that were being achieved. As well, it had the support of all the 

traditional owners and other staff. A few suggested that the high level of support 

was attributable to everyone in the team being ‘out there’ in the bush much of the 

time. Without diminishing the other reasons, I suggest that the last offers the best 

clues as to why this program is highly regarded. It demonstrates how the 

bureaucratic ‘duties’ of this important unit are kept to a minimum. There are other 

people at the park headquarters, where the unit is located, to carry some of the 
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workload of ordering stores and so on and – because of the importance of the 

program itself – it has somewhat privileged access to resources like helicopters 

and other tools to make the wetlands, where they work, accessible. There is an 

element of circularity here. Because the program is successful, it is well 

regarded, and because it is well regarded, it is properly resourced. Yet, for all its 

success and favour, all the officers are out there much of the time in the heat, the 

dust, and the mosquitoes – sharing the same activities, fun, boredom, and 

considerable hardships inflicted by the climate – and in the domain in which 

Aboriginal people feel the most comfortable.      

 

The aggravation of proximity and familiarity 

It is certainly ‘out there’ also that, as far as Aboriginal people are concerned, the 

real work of park management takes place. White rangers generally agree with 

this proposition. Most of them claim that they became rangers to be out in the 

bush, not in an office, and they also claim that the paperwork they are required to 

do frustrates and bores them. (In the example of staff appraisals mentioned in 

the description of the district meeting, it was the white staff who were the most 

vocal in their opposition to this new initiative, but it was a shared complaint.) Yet 

it is mainly the white staff members who have the skills and knowledge to do the 

necessary bureaucratic work and to accommodate the increasing prevalence of 

computer screens in the district offices at which most Aboriginal rangers are 

based. Although there are exceptional Aboriginal rangers who have embraced 

computer use, even one whose computer skills far surpass most of his white 

counterparts, the computer symbolises the divide between the two groups. It 

stands for an alien discourse, and the technology of power behind such 

discourse, that have insinuated themselves into what used to be an Aboriginal 

domain. 

 

The argument here is not that the actual computers are a cause of division in 

Kakadu, but rather that they represent the distraction that pulls white rangers 

away from bush work. They are also a marker of physical and social separation, 
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sitting as they do on desks in the air-conditioned sections of the district offices, 

usually away from where Aboriginal and white rangers sit together. Semiotically, 

they contradict the common discourse, not just because the rangers are 

spending less time in the bush, but also because when everyone is around the 

office there is a good chance some of the white rangers will be ‘inside’ – sitting in 

front of the computer, accessing forms of information that are recognised in 

selection processes and spoken in meetings with other professionals. Thus, 

when Yvonne Margarula speaks of the future being a mix of bininj and balanda 

ways, she means that the latter have taken a position of immovable dominance – 

and the ‘ways’ are not the computers themselves, but the workload expectations, 

values, and social separation that comes with them. 

 

This is the aggravation of proximity. Aboriginal people know very well that 

computers are considered essential tools in the modern world, but they resent 

their intrusion into district life. Computers represent the dominance of the West, 

an unwelcome symbol of globalisation that does not fit with their own world-view 

in which caring for the country and interpersonal relationships should 

predominate. The computers, and the activity that is centred on them, serve as 

daily reminders to Aboriginal rangers of how, through their inadequacies in the 

written language, they lack the cultural capital to move freely into the domains 

that Western educated people occupy. For some of them the skill gap serves to 

accentuate and strengthen their sense of alienation from the white rangers. 

 

One is reminded of urban anthropologist Phillipe Bourgois’ (2002:143-146) 

account of how his main informant, Primo, an undereducated Puerto Rican 

immigrant crack cocaine dealer, narrated his anger at being ‘dis-respected’ 

(overtly humiliated) by a white female boss in his days as an office worker: 
Primo:...When she was talking to people she would say, “He’s illiterate,” as if I was really 
that stupid that I couldn’t understand what she was talking about…So she’s saying I’m 
stupid or something. I’m stupid! [pointing to himself with both thumbs and making a 
hulking face] “He doesn’t know shit”…(2002:144). 
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Bourgois also points out that, whilst Primo lacked the knowledge and social 

ability to find acceptance in the office domain, he did have considerable street 

skills that were not only important in the tough environment of crack dealing, but 

also an essential component of his own sense of self-worth. 

 

Primo’s street skills have an analogy in the ‘bush skills’ of Kakadu’s Aboriginal 

people. Constantly put to use, such skills are also an essential part of Aboriginal 

identity, as illustrated in the following outburst from a traditional owner who is 

periodically employed by the park service. Hands on hips, here she was 

complaining to me (as park manager) that some noxious weeds had not been 

located and eradicated by district rangers: 
Those cunts wouldn’t know. They are always sitting in the office at their computers. They 
never come over our way. We’re the ones who know what to do. We’re out there…What 
would this place be if we weren’t there, huh? …17 
 

A history of disputation between individuals in this case gave her anger added 

impetus, but it is not unusual for traditional owners, especially ex-rangers, to 

voice the same sentiments. Their objections are almost always couched in the 

context of how Aboriginal people know the country in ways that most white 

rangers cannot. Uttered in anger, the abilities and skills of the white rangers are 

scorned when measured against a superior Aboriginal epistemology – although 

when traditional owners are in a calmer mood they recognise the need to 

embrace the knowledge and technical resources of the West as well, and revert 

to a more ordinary silence on the whole question of ‘jointness’ and its 

deficiencies. 

 

The white rangers usually dismiss these angry outbursts of confronting talk as 

the ravings of individuals who ‘can’t work in the system’, or who have a ‘chip on 

their shoulder’. They react by politely ignoring the individuals concerned, not 

responding to their requests, and by moving swiftly to shore up their positions 

with other traditional owners. They do this partly to isolate the angry ones, but 

also to reassure themselves they are really liked and respected, and that they 
                                            
17 My notes, 11 February 2003 – emphasis hers. 
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have not failed as good whites who ‘contribute sensitively and effectively to the 

joint management of a World Heritage National Park’, as the selection criterion 

calls for. The ‘angry ones’ absorb the white rangers’ apparent unresponsiveness, 

but they usually have no tactical counter moves to take the issue any further, 

hemmed in as they are by their relatives’ support for particular white rangers in 

the parley for favours and alliances that typifies intercultural spaces. 

 

Most white rangers have been the victim of sporadic outbursts from traditional 

owners, especially from those who have been rangers themselves. Sometimes 

the incidents take the form of direct confrontation, but more often the white 

ranger concerned hears back through some intermediary, usually another ranger. 

Either by way of hearsay or direct attack they too feel they have no strategy 

available to redress the situation. All they can do is try to cope. In circumstances 

where they trust that their remarks will not go back to the traditional owner, they 

might say things like the exasperated cry of one ranger I overheard, ‘Oh well fuck 

them. I have tried to get that done and they won’t listen to me’. Generally these 

incidents lead to protracted recitals of who said what to whom and when. Such 

ex post facto analyses may go on for months, as they are absorbed into the 

ongoing separate group discourse that white rangers maintain among 

themselves. Circulating a repertoire of stories about those traditional owners 

known for their aggression also cauterises the impact of any outbursts – even 

novice rangers will have pre-learnt how to analyse the event in a way that 

cordons off the message and makes any attack easier to rationalise. 

 

The argument that I have been developing in this section is that, below the 

sharing of activities, fun, boredom, and considerable hardships inflicted by the 

climate – all of which serve to maintain the common discourse and identity as 

‘Kakadu people’ – lies an undercurrent of tension and unease that threatens to 

escalate into a major eruption. Acting centrifugally, this structural form is 

manifested periodically by the angry outbursts. But there are the other 

manifestations too, like the frustrated expressions of the Aboriginal rangers who 
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had not been selected for promotion, and examples of Scott’s (1986) ‘weapons of 

the weak’: footdragging, dissimulation, and false compliance; together with some 

that Scott does not mention, like lateness at meetings, and invention of plausible-

but-not-likely excuses. The means by which Aboriginal objections are expressed 

depend on the position of the person involved. Those who are employed (and 

therefore dependent on the district for their continued employment and the not 

inconsiderable fringe benefits like employer-provided housing) are more likely to 

take the ‘weapons of the weak’ route, or to make their complaints in the 

respectful manner of those who were overlooked for promotion. On the other 

hand, traditional owners who have worked for the park are less careful about 

showing anger openly. Regardless of how they express it, all Aboriginal people 

associated with Kakadu dislike the bureaucratic style of joint management that 

has now become commonplace. 

 

Because traditional owners are most familiar with the park administration through 

their local districts, it is the white rangers working there who are most frequently 

blamed for the shortcomings of policy. Yet, it is these same people who are 

called on to undertake the majority of the important work of joint management, 

where a semblance of jointness is most likely to be affirmed – the day-to-day 

cooperative decision-making, the provision of information about park business 

and the requests for approval to undertake work. These are referred to in the 

management plan as ‘routine actions’ (KNP&DNP 2007:37), those judged not to 

have a significant impact on the park’s environmental and cultural values, being 

minor works, employment of individuals, proposed weed or feral animal control 

operations. Yet, whilst these actions might be written about as routine, traditional 

owners regard the detailed discussions that surround them as more important 

than those that take place in the Board of Management. Indeed, as we have 

seen, Aboriginal members of the Board routinely refuse to make decisions in 

Board meetings until they are assured that local consultations have occurred 

first. Thus, although they have been paid less attention by most recent observers 

of joint management than issues such as the Board itself and tourism (e.g. de 
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Lacy & Lawson 1997; Lawrence 2000; Smyth 2001; Wellings 2007), these local 

discussions in the quotidian of park life play an essential part in all park decision-

making – and the responsibility for these pivotal discussions often lies with the 

white rangers working in the districts. 

 

Consulting, informing and decision-making by consensus 

At the beginning of the dry season in 2002 a tour operator phoned the park 

manager with a small and, from his point of view, reasonable request. He has a 

licence to use part of a campground. In order to make his clients more 

comfortable he wants to spread a few cubic metres of sand from a nearby 

riverbed on part of the area he uses. Knowing that ground disturbance of any 

kind can be upsetting for traditional owners the park manager informs the 

operator that he will ask the senior traditional owner and call him back. He asks 

the chief ranger in that district to get in touch with the particular traditional owner, 

which is done a few days later. After a few minutes of clarification the traditional 

owner says, ‘yes, that will be okay’ and the operator is advised. 

 

A mundane discussion that routinely takes place in the park, it is nonetheless 

illustrative of the way traditional owners are contradictorily engaged. The very 

mundanity belies the significance, and allows other excisions to take place in 

ways that are less easy to isolate. The requests are usually more complex than 

this, requiring more information that necessitates transmission of messages back 

and forth between traditional owners and the proponents through the rangers or 

other park staff. That passage of messages may ultimately lead to a meeting 

between traditional owners and proponents, sometimes several weeks after the 

original request. To outsiders who are used to having questions answered 

quickly the process often seems untidy, time-consuming and frustrating, although 

in many ways this relay process is unremarkable, mirroring the discussions that 

take place in any normal bureaucracy (where, for instance, the preparation of an 

answer to a member of the public may involve considerable discussion among 

officers in different locations). For bureaucracies and indigenous organisations 
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alike, there has been no way devised for making the process quicker and more 

efficient. 

 

Most consultations are about local issues and are generated by the white rangers 

themselves. They may wish to modify a pathway that has eroded, replace a 

major sign, or shoot a herd of pigs. Such requests are usually answered 

affirmatively and fairly quickly, although the process may require a white ranger 

travelling around to meet a succession of traditional owners individually. 

Sometimes issues are discussed at a meeting of several white rangers and 

traditional owners at the one time. Traditional owners say they prefer these 

larger-group meetings to those with individuals because they allow each one to 

hear what others are saying and they do not have to rely on a white ranger’s 

version of what their brother or sister or uncle said. Although I did not hear the 

question of trust raised as an issue, the preference for larger meetings also 

implies a sense of wariness that some white rangers are not necessarily 

transmitting their relatives’ opinions faithfully. There are other functions for such 

meetings too. First they may provide a forum for traditional owners themselves to 

raise issues and to make complaints publicly. Whilst such public airings 

sometimes make uncomfortable listening for the white rangers they also serve as 

a form of pressure valve, allowing pent-up anger or other feelings to be 

expressed and matters to be remedied or explained. Contradicting this, such 

meetings do from time to time serve the purpose of harmony and cementing the 

fragile social bonds between the groups, the common discourse. 

 

During the mid to late 1980s, as more of the white rangers and managers 

became involved, the process of consultation was codified and became more 

regulated. Since then the appropriate manager or ranger writes up a Record of 

Consultation form (Table 4.1). Putting the consultation on a business like footing, 

the form has a number of advantages, serving as a reminder to rangers to keep 

copies on file, to consult comprehensively, and to provide a range of options to 

traditional owners. It also prompts follow-up and further discussion where  
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Table 4.1: 

File Number:  
 

RECORD OF CONSULTATION WITH TRADITIONAL OWNERS 
 

SENSITIVE/NON-SENSITIVE 
 
Date:    
Time:    
Location:    
Name of person/s conducting consultation:  
Traditional owner/s involved in consultation:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
1. Purpose of consultation: 
 
 
 
 
2. Information that was made available to traditional owner/s and issues discussed: 
 
 
 
 
 
3. The decision that was made: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Does the decision need to be reviewed? 
 
 
 
 
 
5. Do other people need to be consulted? 
 
 
 
 
6. Any other comments: 
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necessary. Yet the presence of such codification places responsibility for records 

and actions to be taken very firmly in the hands of the white rangers. It is a 

defensive device that ensures that the burden of proof lies with the white rangers, 

an issue about which they did not have to be concerned in the park’s early years. 

On the other hand, its very codification reifies the truths that are produced in 

such consultations, so that what is recorded can be used against traditional  

owners’ current wishes. A white ranger, empowered by what anthropologist Don 

Brenneis (2006:43) calls ‘the centrality of visual imagery’, is able to hold up the 

written record to traditional owners and say something like: ‘It says here that your 

father agreed to that place being used for camping’. They may object, as Yvonne 

Margarula objected on a grand scale to the state’s version of the truth about 

Jabiluka (Chapter 2), but the document is privileged over the spoken word and so 

the traditional owners may be placed in a position of disadvantage and 

embarrassment.   

 

Some consultations, notably the meetings at which a number of issues are 

discussed, do allow for traditional owners to take the initiative. However, although 

traditional owners can, and do, initiate discussion through approaches to white 

rangers and other staff, consultations are dominated by agendas of white people, 

from both outside and within the park organisation. In many ways this is what 

might be expected. After all, the national park is a Western concept that has 

been imposed over Aboriginal land, as many commentators note (see e.g. 

Adams 2003; Cronon 1996; Ketley 1994; Palmer 2004a; Strelein 1993; Tehan 

1997), and there are no real alternatives to consulting, informing, and decision-

making by consensus if the work of the national park is to be done. Otherwise 

aboriginal peoples are excluded from participating in the management of what 

remains of their own lands. If the situation where traditional owners are shut out 

of such participation or even denied access to information about their land, so 

commonly seen throughout the world (West et al. 2006), is to be avoided then 

consultation is essential. Yet, the process is endlessly problematic for those who 
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have the codifiable responsibility to consult, and those who are being consulted 

(see also Cooke & Kothari 2001). 

 

With the passage of time numerous jointly made decisions, all of which have 

been cautious and conservative but made nonetheless in the spirit of 

‘improvements’, have actually contributed to a drift away from the informality and 

personal relationships so valorised these days. In his essay about consultation, 

‘Beyond the formulaic’, John Hailey (2001) offers a clue to how some of the 

sense of informality and social closeness might be returned into the consultation 

process, and into the personal relationships of the park: 
In reviewing the evidence from successful South Asian NGOs it has been striking how 
important informal, personal interaction has been. Over the last 25 years staff appear to 
have engaged with, and listened to, the communities with whom they work in an 
unstructured, informal manner. Participation came easily and naturally. This highly 
personalized interaction has clearly shaped their programmes, and created a bond of 
trust between key staff and the communities with whom they work…(2001:89). 
 

My point here is that the drift away from those personal engagements, and even 

intimacy, to the current position that I describe as physical closeness and 

familiarity and yet social distance, has been sanctioned by the very consultation 

processes that were put in place and which are so strongly appreciated. Most of 

the changes instituted over the years – the way in which the park is organised, 

the allocation of tasks, the installation of computers, purchases of equipment, 

and all the rest – have been at least cursorily considered, and approved, by the 

traditional owners. 

 

The problem is that the issues, large and small, have been introduced to 

traditional owners, one at a time, without any review of their combined effects. 

New procedures have been insinuated into practice piece by piece, sanctioned 

and accepted in the process of consultations, to the point that the consultations 

are now formal, correct, beyond reproach – but are themselves conducive to that 

undercurrent of tension and social distance that threatens the common discourse 

and identity of the Kakadu mob. 
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Conclusion 

In this chapter I have used examples drawn from the day-to-day life in the 

workplace to demonstrate how Kakadu operates in the park headquarters, but 

mostly in the five decentralised park districts – for it is at this level that most 

regular social interaction occurs. Because Aboriginal Board of Management 

members wish to have traditional owners consulted before Board decisions are 

made, this is an essential and arguably the most important theatre of joint 

management in the park. The argument is that all activity and social interaction 

here is governed by centripetal and centrifugal structures, each of which is 

underpinned by the other, smaller, structures. The centripetal is represented by 

the common discourse, its ‘soft’ or attractive side, and harshness and 

forcefulness of Foucauldian ‘environmentality’, Agrawal’s version of Foucault’s 

‘governmentality’. The centrifugal is represented by structures like the separate 

group discourses, the incursion of the bureaucratic state, and differences in skill 

levels that amplify difference between Aborigines and whites, so often 

accentuated in the districts but minimised in the operations of the mimosa team. 

We see evidence in this chapter of how all the smaller structures that contribute 

to centripetality used to be so much stronger, notably ‘doing things together’ and 

the common discourse that goes with it. We see also how the centrifugal 

structures pulling the groups apart, for example that strong sense of inequality, 

used to be so much weaker. Why people believe these to be so is an issue we 

explore further in the following chapters. 
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Chapter 5: 
 The space of reminiscence and nostalgia 





Tying the present to the past 

During 2001, as part of a series called Hindsight, ABC radio journalist Michelle 

Steinke produced a half-hour program based on interviews with people familiar 

with Kakadu about the park and its joint management. Hearing the broadcast 

only a few months before I returned as park manager, I was struck by comments 

of traditional owners, especially this one: 
I don’t know where the joint management’s gone actually …but it doesn’t happen any 
more. It changed [in the] past few years…[With] those people that first started [the park], 
we used to go and sit out in the bush and they’d come and visit us. We’d go out there and 
talk and sort out the problem, you know it was running smoothly… and yeah, a lot of the 
things got forgotten…1 
 

She was foreshadowing all the nostalgia and the blaming of others that I was to 

hear from both traditional owners and long-term white staffers within the first 

days and weeks of my return as park manager a few months later. In this chapter 

I explain how the phenomenon of recollection, usually called reminiscence or 

nostalgia, plays an important part in maintaining both the common discourse and 

the separate group discourses. I do this in three ways: (a) historicising the issues 

around which recollections coalesce (so as to clarify what contemporary people 

are recalling); (b) examining reminiscence and nostalgia theoretically; and (c) 

considering the empirical conditions in which these discourses take place.  

 

In Kakadu, the past is routinely retold as small groups gather in the informal 

settings, leaning on car fenders and doorways, around office tables, and during 

social occasions like card playing or barbecues. Such recollections are also an 

important feature of public occasions, notably funerals and farewells for white 

staff, and the much less common large official functions, such as a ceremony 

that was held to celebrate the life of traditional owner, Bill Neidjie, in 2001. 

Funerals, a regrettably regular feature of Kakadu life, provide the major public 

forum for recollection. While almost always for Aboriginal people, they are usually 

attended by both Aboriginal and white people – friends and families of white 

rangers and white employees of Aboriginal associations. There is some variation 

                                            
1 ABC Radio National program, Hindsight, November 2001. 
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in format, according to the wishes of the families of the deceased, but typically 

there are three parts: traditional songs and dancing, Christian prayers and hymns 

or choruses, and eulogies.2 The white people do most of the talking, like they do 

at all public gatherings attended by both whites and Aborigines, recalling the 

common past and thus affirming the common discourse. 

 

Arguably these valorised recollections of Kakadu’s past serve the same purpose 

as religious ceremonies, operating as normative anchors in the currents of 

confusion that threaten the structures and practice of jointness. Reminiscence 

and nostalgia may not incorporate the authority or consistency of religious 

ceremony described in the classic functionalist accounts (e.g. Malinowski 1922; 

Radcliffe-Brown 1948), or of modern ritual (e.g. Cannadine 1983; Connerton 

1989:41-48) – yet over the years they have become part of practice and, 

especially in the case of nostalgia, perversely celebrated as a means of escape 

from the present. Thus institutionalised, they underpin the very practice that 

brings them on. There is the same circularity and teleology here as Bateson 

(1936) notes in one of the earliest critiques of functionalist analysis:  
The essence of the method is then that we first determine the system of sentiments 
which is normal to the culture and emphasised in its institutions; and when this system is 
identified we are justified in referring to it as a factor which has been active in shaping the 
institutions. It will be observed that the argument is circular…(1936:116). 
 

I return to this circularity later in the chapter but let me first consider my own 

place in these recollections, before historicising ‘the good old days’ and reviewing 

the connections between those times and the present. 

 

When it came to conducting interviews for this study I anticipated more of the 

same nostalgic remarks that had resonated through my two years as park 

manager, and so I went out of my way not to elicit comments that dwelt on the 

glories of the past. Rather, I wanted to focus on how the park worked now, and 

especially to draw out what might be termed positive experiences and 

                                            
2 According to the wishes of family members there may be more emphasis on either the Christian 
or traditional components of the funeral. Sometimes one or other is omitted, but there are almost 
always eulogies.  
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advantages that have accrued from joint management. My best endeavours 

notwithstanding, almost all those with ten or more years of close experience of 

Kakadu’s workings (either as a traditional owner, close affiliate or long-term 

staffer) spontaneously engaged with my own knowledge of the park’s first years 

and expressed disappointment with the trajectory joint management had taken. 

Take the comments of one prominent traditional owner, Teresa: 
 Chris: How has the park helped, do you think? 
  

Teresa: Sometimes it works for us, but now not much. It used to work properly, especially 
in my father’s time, but now it doesn’t [help us]. They don’t do it, and we’ve given up 
asking…3  
 

Here, like so many others, Teresa skips past my question, going straight to what 

was on her mind, the comparison of the now and the then. Perhaps it is my being 

the interlocutor that makes it easier for her to go straight to the comparison. And 

yet, as evidenced by both the interview with the journalist at the beginning of this 

chapter and comments made to social scientists for the Kakadu Region Social 

Impact Study (KRSIS 1997a:53-54)4 over a decade ago, it is an issue that 

anyone interested in examining Kakadu’s sociality will soon encounter.   

 

Many participants were specific about why they felt uncomfortable, sad, and 

disillusioned with joint management now, and were quick to point out the reasons 

for their positive recollections of the early days: 
…That was a very exciting time, roughly about three or four years after the park was 
declared in 1979…lots of enthusiastic young professionals working under reasonably 
close direction and with senior Aboriginal traditional owners, the bulk of whom have now 

                                            
3 Interview N11 – 21 March 2006. 
4 Field work for that study was conducted mainly in 1996. The study itself was initiated in 
response to a perceived need to investigate the social conditions among the Aboriginal people of 
the region ‘…because of the imposed social contract that the Commonwealth [national] 
Government entered into when it overrode their wishes and permitted the mining of uranium…’ 
(KRSIS 1997b:v). It was jointly funded and sponsored by the national and NT governments, the 
NLC and the mining company partly in response to a warning by NLC chairman, Galarrwuy 
Yunupingu, that poor morale among Alligator Rivers Aborigines was a direct result of the Ranger 
mine that had been operating for about fourteen years by that time. He made the claim in an 
interview for the Northern Territory News (Saturday 15 June 1996, p14), adding the assertion that 
there should be a social and cultural impact study of the effects of Ranger before a start-up for 
the new mine at Jabiluka could be contemplated. The new national government of Prime Minister 
Howard and other promoters of the mine supported the study, a move that they considered would 
be useful in the light of the trenchant opposition of the actual traditional owners of Jabiluka (see 
Chapter 2). 
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passed away. I think there was obvious…a real sense of purpose in direction in where we 
were going, a general feeling around the place that this was an exciting time, lots of 
things were happening. …and I believe that certainly the quality of bureaucracy, the 
quality of administration and the quality of staffing [then] was much, much higher than it 
has been for a long time in Kakadu National Park…5 
 

Between them participants provided me with an extensive list of characteristics 

considered missing from the park in more recent times: 

(1) the leadership and focus provided by Professor Ovington, the park 

service director through the park’s first decade whom we met in 

Chapter 2, and the relationship he developed with senior traditional 

owners; 

(2) what Robert Levitus, an anthropologist very familiar with Kakadu, calls 

‘mutually accorded legitimacy’6, meaning the respect that traditional 

owners and park service staff had for each other; 

(3) the sense of support and identity that derived from being part of the 

independent Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service (an 

organisation that was effectively abolished in 1996); 

(4) the sense of gravitas and wisdom carried by the older traditional 

owners in the eyes of the junior white rangers; 

(5) the informal way in which consultations were conducted with the senior 

traditional owners; 

(6) the professionalism and savoir-faire of the early white senior staff; 

(7) the possibilities for innovation and experimentation; 

(8) the freedoms felt by white rangers to exercise judgement in how they 

conducted their work, and; 

(9) the slower pace and lesser administrative demands of working life.  

 

Nostalgia and reminiscence  
Nostalgia and reminiscence are both discourses that valorise the past. As 

sociologist and philosopher, Maurice Halbwachs (1992:48), reminds us: 

                                            
5 Interview T7 – 4 March 2005. 
6 Email to me – 14 January 2005. I thank Dr Levitus for allowing me to use the term. It succinctly 
encompasses many of the emotions that I heard expressed in interviews.  
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Not only the old, but all people…instinctively adopt in regard to times past the attitude of 
the Greek philosophers who put the golden age not at the end of the world but at its 
beginning. Although there are periods of our existence that we might willingly cut off – 
although we might not be sure that we would like to relive our life in its totality – there is a 
kind of retrospective mirage by which a great number of us persuade ourselves that the 
world of today has less color and is less interesting than it was in the past. 
 

Records of nostalgia (although not the word itself) go back to antiquity, referred 

to in The Bible, Homer, Hippocrates and Caesar (Castelnuovo-Tedesco 

1998:108). Nostalgia itself is a subject that seems to come into and out of 

academic fashion, following its own waves of nostalgia and disavowal. It has 

been re-examined in recent times by psychiatrists like Castelnuovo-Tedesco who 

refers to the work on nostalgia by his famous predecessor Sigmund Freud, 

historians (e.g. Hirsch & Spitzer 2003; Hodgkin & Radstone 2003), and 

anthropologists (see e.g. Graburn 1995; Lepsetter 1997; Rosaldo 1989b). 

 

In popular parlance nostalgia is loosely used to mean any kind of looking back 

with fondness, but I am using its clinical meaning here, founded in the work of the 

seventeenth century Swiss physician Johannes Hofer. Hofer defined it from its 

Greek roots that mean, literally, to return home + a painful condition = 

homesickness (Castelnuovo-Tedesco 1998:108). According to most writers, 

some time in the later nineteenth century it took on the additional, and now more 

commonly used, clinical meaning of ‘painful longing for the past’. Castelnuovo-

Tedesco makes a clear distinction between clinical nostalgia and reminiscence. 

Nostalgia involves a degree of pain, a longing for a past that cannot be retrieved, 

and the condition may become pathological. Reminiscence, on the other hand, is 

a normal activity undertaken by most people as they discuss past occurrences, 

typically with friends and acquaintances at reunions or family functions. 

 

Much recollection of past events in Kakadu falls into the category of 

reminiscence, in the common discourse sustained by Aboriginal and white 

rangers together in small groups, and in public ceremonies like funerals and staff 

farewells. Nostalgia is much more the discourse that maintains the distinct 

identities of white rangers and traditional owners. Pained nostalgia is aired only 
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rarely in public, a point that gives added significance to the radio interview that 

opened this chapter. Much more commonly it finds expression, often darkly, 

among groups of trusted fellow members of a group, my own interviews being an 

extension of such sharing. The amount of pain actually revealed seems to 

diminish as the number of participants in the event increases, perhaps indicating 

a reticence on the part of individuals to show too much emotion among their 

mates. Let me illustrate this point with a brief account of an event that took place 

after work one Friday afternoon in September 2003. 

 

A group of white rangers and managers are sitting on a small deck at the back of 

the park headquarters at the end of a hot day, each with a can of beer or soft 

drink from the social club fridge. Unusually among such groups in the torrid NT 

tropics, but perhaps because grog is a touchy subject here in a domain known for 

alcohol abuse, the consumption of alcohol today has been typically modest; two 

or three cans at most, with a few of those gathered not drinking beer at all. Two 

of the Aboriginal staff have just left, together with one of the white rangers. The 

gathering is about to break up: 
Clive: [stretching out with a yawn] Ahhhhh…I suppose we’ll have to give the Jim Jim 
Road one last grade next week. It’s a real shocker…took me two and a half hours to get 
from the turnoff last week. Doesn’t matter how fast you go. There’s no right speed… 

 
Roger: Yeah the tour guys have been on my hammer this week. They don’t seem to 
realise that they’re the ones who fuck it up with the speed they go. Bloody 
maniacs…some of ‘em. Well most of ‘em really. [pause] We might get one crossing up 
near the new campsite gravelled too before the wet. [another pause]. Don’t forget to talk 
to Lena [one of the traditional owners] about that. She was pretty shitty about being left 
out of the loop last time. 
 
Clive: Mmm. Not like when Joe was around. Just one person to talk to. Now it’s uncle 
Tom Cobbly and all. Well not really, but it’s bloody hard to get to everyone each time 
some little project comes up. Joe was actually proactive – he was on these tracks 
himself, always out there, and knew what needed doing even before us. We didn’t realise 
how easy it was with him there…Still [sigh] that’s what we gotta do, and noone in there 
[motioning west, in the direction of Darwin] has the balls – or the nous – to work out a 
better way of getting around these difficult ladies.  
 
Douglas [a ranger visiting from another park, in Kakadu for another few weeks]: Must 
have been quite a guy, that bloke…We all heard about him. 
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Roger: Yeah…not like this cranky lot, but then again I s’pose you can’t blame them 
either. Some of our lot are to blame for letting it get like this too. [Getting up] We just have 
to live with it. [pause] Anyway, I’m off…7 
 

As Roger leaves, others start to finish their drinks and the conversation turns to 

other matters. This has been an occasion in which frustration has been 

expressed, but the actual pain of nostalgia is pasted over. 

 

By contrast, in the confidentiality of an interview many participants expressed 

real grief, their words conveying disappointed sadness: 
I’ll talk about my expectations of Kakadu. All along this was meant to be a jointly 
managed national park, a wonderful environment, building on an ongoing knowledge 
tradition which was clearly fading fast…There was still a lot of cultural knowledge there, 
but it wasn’t being incorporated usefully in the management of the place, and bringing up 
of young kids in the strong tradition of that knowledge system. It basically became very 
much the way of the whitefella run park, you know, with that whitefella type 
bureaucracy…8 
 
Even through the nineties [until now] points to… the demise of joint management, and 
appropriate management in the World Heritage context, … there were some very good 
people there, but there certainly weren’t, and aren’t, the leaders…I saw that lack of 
quality, if you like, right up to the top.9 
 

Yet the words do not, in themselves, convey the pain I witnessed as an 

interviewer, and for which I was not (at least at first) really prepared. Their 

outpourings, words and phrases like ‘demise’, ‘chaotic’, ‘incompetence’, 

‘floundering’, ‘unworthy of a World Heritage area’, ‘infighting’, ‘viciousness’, and 

‘intrigue’ were punctuated with the semiotics of sadness and pain – trembling, 

voices cracking, swallowing, long silences, tears – the tears of grown men. 

These Australian tough guys, as I thought of them, were sensitive and caring, 

disappointed in how joint management had turned out. Devastated by their 

experiences, they punished themselves for not being capable of making changes 

for the better. 

 

For me as a former colleague it was strange, and certainly humbling, to be 

conversing in matter-of-fact and ‘normal’ narrative tone, but then to perceive a 

                                            
7 Notes 6 September 2002. 
8 Interview T8 – 8 March 2005. 
9 Interview T7 – 4 March 2005. 
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sudden change, a heavy sigh, a silence as my interlocutor looked down or looked 

away, tearful and distant. I was actually offering a kind of counselling, a cathartic 

debriefing of the victims of trauma, as many of them revealed post interview – a 

not uncommon event where the interviewer is identified as a fellow subject. Their 

narratives were like rehearsed texts, but the painfulness of comparison of the 

present with the past was revivified with the emotion of disappointment and 

despair. Without any intent of drama, these accounts were actually 

performances, with me as an audience but, as Taussig (1997:13, 41-45) reminds 

us as he discusses the performance of the trance, the performer and the 

audience are coupled together in the same theatricity. I was the interlocutor, the 

former colleague, who ‘understood’ the difficulties, and thus a ‘suitable’ audience 

– just like those in the larger gathering after work that September afternoon, only 

now perhaps an even more suitable audience because I was writing notes and 

often recording what they said and how they felt.  

 

When I had started to hear these nostalgic stories within a few days of returning 

as park manager in the early part of 2002 they did not take on the same 

significance as when I later heard them in interviews. Then I used to wonder 

whether those earlier fleeting and grumbling accounts were not simply another 

expression of Maurice Halbwachs’ words: ‘the world of today has less color and 

is less interesting than it was in the past’ (1992:48). Suspicious of my own 

subjectivity, of being swept along in the reverie of a reconstructed past in which I 

was an actor, and of my new positioning as researcher naturally inclined toward 

the ‘scoop’ item, I tried to resist those narratives. Yet the valorised past had been 

independently upheld by a number of social scientists who witnessed the park’s 

early days (see e.g. AIAS 1984:174-175; Levitus 2005a:33-34; Tatz 1982:155; 

Weaver 1991:320). No matter how suspicious I might be of my own positioning, 

or about the constructedness of these narratives, it became clear that resisting 

them was to deny messages from the field.  
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So, rather than suppressing these nostalgias, in the interviews I began to probe 

the trajectory of joint management. When did my participants think it changed, 

and what were the social conditions that precipitated it? Slowly it emerged that 

1989 was a pivotal year in the history of the park and its joint management. That 

year marked a number of significant events that inevitably led to changes: the 

retirement of Professor Ovington; the death of Yvonne Margarula’s father, Toby 

Gangali, who had been a key player in the park’s first decade (c.f. Levitus 1990; 

2005a:32-34); the resignations of two senior white managers who took up senior 

positions interstate; and the inauguration of the Board of Management. That 

these changes came within a few months of each other tested the stability of the 

park’s administration and socially created structures, which were tested even 

further by the pet-shooting incident of November that year. In the opinion of many 

of those I interviewed that incident marked a turning point in the park’s life, and 

signalled a rupture in the common discourse that had built up over that first 

decade. 

 

Establishing patterns 

I now turn to how the patterns of working life and common discourse became 

established. Although based on the logics of the legal partnership agreement 

signed in 1978, the dominant feature of the early operational arrangements was 

the personal relationships, established within the first few months of the official 

signing. At the time most public attention was attached to the starting up of the 

Ranger mine, marked first by expressions of public euphoria and relief that the 

agreement had finally been signed, and then later by periodic media reports of 

the mine’s actual progress. Although there was little to see by way of earthworks 

and buildings until the following dry season, the mining company’s activities 

fascinated a NT public that had been waiting for years for this event to happen. 

The few dissenting voices of that time, for example former government policy 

advisor Nugget Coombs10, the film Dirt Cheap11, and an account by a legal 

                                            
10 Coombs had been a highly influential bureaucratic insider for decades. After a short period as a 
teacher, he trained as an economist and rose quickly through public service ranks to become a 
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officer involved in the events, David Parsons (1978), were quickly drowned out 

by the impetus of the mine’s construction (c.f. O'Brien 2003). The national 

government ministers and bureaucrats who had been so central to getting the 

Ranger ‘package’ into place turned their focus to responsibilities elsewhere in 

Australia. And so aside from the activity localised around the mine, the stage was 

vacated by all but the Aboriginal actors and the handful of white rangers 

employed by the NT Government. Both groups had been there all through the 

high dramas leading up to the November 1978 agreements, and they were joined 

by three newcomers from the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service. 

 

The three of us were former teacher Ian Morris, who had the task of setting up a 

training program for Aboriginal rangers; Aboriginal art expert, Dan Gillespie (also 

a former teacher), who initially had the responsibility for programs to protect the 

park’s vast galleries of rock art; and myself, a forester who had left the old NT 

Administration’s forestry section over a disagreement about Aboriginal land 

rights.12 Confident that it had sufficient expertise in the fundamentals of park 

                                                                                                                                  
senior adviser to successive Australian governments, ultimately becoming Governor of the 
Commonwealth Bank and Reserve Bank of Australia, a position he held for nearly two decades. 
On retirement from that senior economic posting he took up the challenge of advocacy for 
Aboriginal people as Chair of the Council for Aboriginal Affairs in the period just after the 1967 
Referendum that gave the national government the capacity to make policy in an area previously 
left to the Australian states. As his biographer Tim Rowse (2000; 2002) notes, he was used to 
being heard, and so the government’s pushing through the Ranger Agreement against the wishes 
of traditional owners, ‘a betrayal of the spirit of Woodward’ (Rowse 2000:175), was deeply 
disappointing for him. No longer a public servant, he was now in a position to be openly critical of 
the government after having exhausted all means of respectful lobbying. 
11 Dirt cheap was a full length feature film, sponsored by Australian unions, that sought to expose 
the evils of uranium mining in general. In so doing it paid considerable attention to the plight of 
traditional owners of Kakadu and western Arnhemland as they tried to come to terms with the 
encroachment of Western industrial development and, with it, the state.    
12 In the first of Justice Woodward’s reports (ALRC 1973:32), the Royal Commissioner 
recommended that the government’s existing forestry operations on Aboriginal Reserves (as they 
were then) should be under the control of traditional owners, subject to certain conditions. In the 
to and fro of the frantic months between the first and second reports the judge was persuaded by 
the NT Administration, which had also successfully lobbied for NLC support, that traditional 
owners should not be so empowered, and rather that they should be required to lease whatever 
lands the state wanted for forestry purposes (ALRC 1974a:76-77). The traditional owners around 
Maningrida in Arnhemland, locus of the government’s most extensive forestry operations (and of 
pre-existing disputes about some of the forestry group’s activities), objected to what they saw as 
an inconsistency in an otherwise favourable report, and dismissed the government forestry 
operation after a period of unsatisfactory negotiations (Haynes 1978). After leaving the NTA in 
1975 I worked as a forestry adviser for the Maningrida Council for two years before joining the 
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management, the park service recruited the three of us on the strength of our 

demonstrated ability and experience to relate to the traditional owners, and so we 

were given a free hand to do what we knew best. Although aware that the formal 

agreement had made almost no direct provision for the voice of traditional 

owners to be heard, it seemed inconceivable to any of us that important 

decisions on Aboriginal land could be made without consultation with its 

traditional owners. And so, with the approval of an already-overworked Northern 

Land Council we initiated dialogue with traditional owners immediately.13 Ian, and 

one of the senior officers from Canberra, Allan Fox, had actually started 

consultations about the selection of trainee rangers months before the 

agreement had been signed (Fox 1983:164). 

 

Meanwhile Dan and I, working in different areas of the park, talked widely about 

issues like where and how park visitors might go, protection of burial sites and 

Aboriginal rock art, buffalo control, fire management, options for locating 

buildings, and simply informing traditional owners about what was happening in 

other parts of the park. As Dan was later to comment: ‘In the beginning what we 

were doing more than anything else was giving people the news, for which they 

were increasingly hungry’.14 Whilst he had a reputation for intervening in many of 

                                                                                                                                  
ANPWS early in 1978. During that period I worked mainly with Kune speaking people in the 
Cadell Valley, gaining a reasonable grasp of their language, one of Bininj Gun-wok dialects 
(Evans 2003), of which Kunwinjku (spelt Gunwinggu by Berndt & Berndt 1970) and Gundjeihmi 
are the best known. 
13 The closest the lease agreement came to involving traditional owners in management of the 
park was a clause that the Director would consult with the NLC about the preparation of the 
management plan (NLC and Director of National Parks and Wildlife 1978:5). 
14 Discussion with Dan Gillespie, 1 April 2008. Both of us had been trained at Maningrida by one 
of the most experienced and successful of all Aboriginal Affairs managers and project officers in 
the 1960s and 1970s, John Hunter (see Gillespie 1981), years before anthropologist John von 
Sturmer (1981) published a set of rules that are often hailed as a standard for the conduct of 
discussions. If there was such a thing as technique in consultation by Hunter, it was first to make 
himself available to the people, to listen over a period of time (often months), to make 
suggestions, giving as many options as he could think of, to take whatever practical action he 
could, and to ‘tell people straight’ if their ideas could not be implemented, often suggesting 
alternatives. ‘Telling people straight’ is not meant in the sense of refusal or ‘knocking people back’ 
which, as von Sturmer (1981:29) says, is a serious breach of etiquette among Aborigines (c.f. 
what Myers 1988b:396-398 calls 'compassion', the deontic requirement to share), but rather an 
honest commentary about how others were likely to respond. All three of us tried to follow these 
guidelines. 
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the minutiae of park life, Ovington accepted and endorsed our modus operandi in 

the domain of consultation, leaving us to get on with the business of ‘making it 

work’.  

 

Where decisions were needed we tried to see that the right people were present 

and the traditional owners were comfortable, ensuring that we talked not only to 

those who had been listed in the land claim (RUEI 1977a:280-282) but to others 

also considered important for the matter at hand. If the issue seemed to 

represent major change we suggested that an NLC anthropologist or field officer 

should attend – and we were always prepared to leave the meeting so that the 

traditional owners could talk among themselves (a procedure that was by then 

taken for granted after the years of the Ranger and parks negotiations through 

the NLC). Consultation did not just entail one-on-one or group meetings about 

the agenda of the moment. It was surrounded by hours and days of casual 

discussion in all sorts of locations – and just simply exchanging information. Thus 

when there were issues for decision-making each side had some understanding 

of the other’s positioning. Our personal associations grew while looking at items 

of interest: in the field, in cars, on house verandas, under caravan annexes, and 

in shops and pubs. Sometimes there was a lot of note-taking but often it was just 

the sharing of opinions and stories. 

  

The traditional owners treated our early efforts with considerable caution. As one 

of them, Jacob Nayinggul, was later to comment in the 2001 ABC radio program: 
…working side by side with European ranger, and between Aboriginal ranger and the 
European ranger, there was bit of a gap in between them. Because … you can’t make 
two people walking together as they used to walk like they’ve known each other for 
twenty years, you know. It’s just different…I’ve seen it. It happens to Aboriginal [to] 
Aboriginal as well…and I find where there’s this strange Aboriginal it’s going to take me a 
few weeks to settle in, you know he settles in my heart…not that I trust him but I don’t 
know what’s in his mind, so I can’t give him what I’ve got. I’ve got to try and answer him 
or show him who I am, and he’s going to do the same…all that sort of thing was 
happening for you know in this early stage rangers, first rangers meeting together, 
Aboriginal and European…15  

 
                                                                                                                                  
 
15 ABC Radio National program, Hindsight, November 2001. 
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Nayinggul takes pains to couch his explanations of caution in non-racial terms, 

encompassing feelings and behaviour that von Sturmer (1981:13) and Myers 

(e.g. 1986a:120-124; 1986b:430-431) illuminate. Von Sturmer notes that 

(especially in that era) ‘most Aborigines live in a universe where everyone is 

known’ and points out that it takes time before familiarity is attained. Even then, 

Aboriginal people assert themselves with reluctance and, often, considerable 

diffidence. Myers considers these feelings under the rubric shame, that 

incorporates the shyness of small children, modesty and embarrassment at 

pushing oneself forward, and deference towards those with whom one is not 

familiar. 

 

This may explain part of the traditional owners’ reticence and caution, but does 

not account for their position as an underclass in the world of white Australians 

through the entirety of their lives to this point. Former NT wildlife officer, David 

Lindner, captures this sense when talking about Mick Alderson in the 2001 radio 

program already mentioned: 
…[Mick] came into the service [the NTA Parks and Wildlife group] in ’74…Well into the 
eighties he was very conscious of deferring to white people…and then gradually he 
became confident, and started to prevail over opposing white views. 

Interviewer: Why was he so deferential? 

Lindner: That was the way the land was in those days…16 
 

Lindner’s account is consistent with the accounts of most white former rangers 

who knew Mick, and with my own frequent and lengthy dealings with him.  When 

I asked his view about an issue in the first months of our association he often 

giggled a bit, looked at the ground embarrassed, shrugged in an exaggerated 

and prolonged manner, and said, ‘It’s up to you’. After perhaps some silence, he 

might continue…’You’ve got the lease. The park has gone to you mob. You’re 

supposed to know what to do.’ I often protested along the lines that of course I 

could make a decision, but that was not the point – it was Aboriginal land now 

and for decisions to be good they should be made jointly.  

 

                                            
16 ABC Radio National program, Hindsight, November 2001. Emphasis his. 
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Such reactions by both Mick and myself indicate a range of emotions and bear 

on the processes of consultations over the next three decades. For his part, the 

nervous giggle, the looking at the ground, and the shrugs indicate deference, as 

Lindner suggests, and shame in the sense meant by Myers – reluctance to put 

oneself forward and to offer an opinion. For my part, the insistence that he should 

speak illustrated a desire for inclusion and equalisation to be made manifest on 

terms familiar to me – that we should speak as equals and that he should tell me 

what he wanted. Yet at the same time I suggest Mick’s reactions were an 

indicator of a wider group of emotions: helplessness, frustration, and possibly 

anger, especially when the memory of the negotiations with the state were still 

really fresh. The traditional owners had been granted title to their traditional land 

– but this gain had come at the price of the uranium mining and the rest of the 

land being leased for national park purposes (c.f. Rowse 2002:149-161). 

 

It had been a difficult time for people like Mick, and especially Toby Gangali, who 

was the senior traditional owner of the actual land on which Ranger was about to 

be established (see Chapter 2). In relation to the greater part of the land over 

which the park was to be proclaimed they had no say at all about whether it 

would become national park. The choice was always going to be limited to 

whether they would deal with the national government and its park service in 

Canberra, or the Darwin-based NT parks and wildlife service. They had not 

enjoyed their experiences over the few years of occupancy of the area by the 

latter and their experience with ‘the feds’, the nationally controlled group of which 

I was part, was negligible. I consider that, like the Canadian bureaucrats working 

among the Inuit that Paine (1977:78) describes, the small group of park service 

field officers might be fairly labelled as ‘reluctant imperialists’.17 I mean this in the 

sense that although we were not at all reluctant to be there, we were certainly 

reluctant to be, or (perhaps worse) to be labelled as, imperialists. Yet we were 

imposing over a small group of people who had, as usual, few choices. In the 

                                            
17 Paine uses the term only fleetingly. It had been coined in an earlier article in the Hudson’s Bay 
Company’s magazine, The Beaver, to describe Canadians ‘going north after the war, armed with 
programmes’ designed to assimilate the Inuit into the mainstream.    
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realm of limited options, both sides had to make the best of the situation – and 

that was through the best dialogue we were able to imagine at the time. 

 

It is hard to say whether, after a few months, both sides had ‘settled in’ with each 

other as Jacob Nayinggul puts it – or whether there was still considerable 

distance between the traditional owners and the officers of the same state that 

had bullied them into signing the agreements. Perhaps all that could be claimed 

was the park service had demonstrated it was serious about listening to 

traditional owners and observing Aboriginal wishes – in short, showing the good 

faith essential for parties to meetings where the interests are at least potentially 

inimical to those of the other side (c.f. Collmann 1988:53-58). Take, for example, 

the consultation process around the proposed new site for the East Alligator 

ranger station. It taught the park service lessons about how consultations can 

produce, within a limited timeframe, both ‘disastrous’ and ‘excellent’ results. 

 

Early in the 1979 several colleagues started the negotiations for the site of the 

ranger station with appropriate traditional owners. A number of options were 

technically feasible, based on access to water and the perceived need to ‘guard’ 

the already famous art sites at Ubirr, just north of the river crossing into 

Arnhemland. It is a difficult location in which to navigate ‘safe’ or neutral ground 

that would not disturb any of the significant dreaming tracks (the tracks of 

ancestral creators in the landscape), sacred sites (the places where the creators 

rested), and ceremonial grounds that can be found within the few square 

kilometres around the crossing. Nevertheless a site was selected on the basis of 

consensus of all the ‘right’ traditional owners and the others who had been 

consulted. Plans for the letting of tenders for the site works and construction of 

the houses were then set in train. Just before the selected builder was about to 

start preliminary work, a different group of traditional owners objected to the 

choice, claiming not enough weight had been given to the proximity of one 

particular site. As one of the white rangers involved noted: 
… The bulldozers were just about to arrive and clear the road. All the planning and 
everything had been done for the ranger station … and almost overnight we completely 
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reversed [the decision] … That was a major decision, which was changed overnight 
almost because we hadn’t consulted [all] the right people over an issue…18 

 

The park service was in a difficult position for a few days. The inadequacies of 

the consultation process had been exposed (c.f. Fox 1983:165), but it potentially 

faced extra costs if it chose to make the change. After further urgent but wide-

ranging discussions the change was made – with Ovington’s approval. The 

Aboriginal people concerned had been told that a change at this stage might be 

costly, and there was obvious relief when it was made.19 Thus a ‘bad’ 

consultation result had been turned into an outcome for which the park service 

was widely praised – not so much because the new site had gained the approval 

of a wider Aboriginal audience but because of a white organisation’s (and its 

Director’s) willingness to take notice of Aboriginal opinion, a rare thing in the 

experience of most local people, and a stance that signalled the possibilities of 

wider dialogue. Other traditional owners felt encouraged to speak out on issues 

that mattered to them, like their objections to the park service’s intention to 

remove all feral buffalo from the park and the protection of burial sites. Gradually, 

many of them participated in park meetings and other gatherings, impressing 

new white rangers and cementing the idea that traditional owners and rangers 

were totally engaged: 
You’d sit …at senior officers meetings in those days… something that always stuck in my 
mind was the presence there of at least one, but sometimes more, senior traditional 
owners like Toby Gangali or occasionally, Nipper Kapiriki20, or Big Bill Neidjie, and of 
course that lent a lot of gravity to any proceedings, and that’s just one instance where 
there were senior traditional owners fully recognised as traditional owners under 
whitefella and also via Aboriginal law…and it was made very, very plain to you by existing 
staff, that these men were the authority…and there was that element of gravity there 
associated with that. There was a presence there… that the gravity and presence and 
authority, innate authority, of the senior traditional people, was enough to me to offer 
automatic respect and listen to what they had to say in relation to how they wanted their 
country managed.21 

                                            
18 Interview T15 – 12 June 2005. 
19 The change turned out not to be costly, although it did cause a delay to the site works. 
20 One of the most knowledgeable senior traditional owners who returned to live in Kakadu soon 
after the lease was signed. Although too old to work full time, he was a significant informant for 
both the Stage 1 and Stage 2 land claims, and George Chaplouka’s works on the anthropology 
and prehistory of Kakadu (see e.g. 1976; 1993; n.d.), as well as guiding park management in the 
early years. 
21 Interview T7 – 4 March 2005. 
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The park service’s good faith continued to be reinforced over the next months 

and years, especially as promised facilities and projects were completed – new 

accommodation, the first Aboriginal ranger training scheme in Australia, 

employment of increasing numbers of traditional owners and their nominees as 

rangers and advisers. As well, just simply taking notice of Aboriginal wishes and, 

to return to Dan Gillespie’s point, informing them of the news from head office 

and other parts of the park seemed to make a positive impression on the 

Aboriginal public generally. These attributes of the park service’s performance 

are generally validated in the final report of the Social impact of uranium mining 

study group (AIAS 1984), for example: 
ANPWS stands in a somewhat intermediate position between the ‘real’ world (tourism, 
conservation) and Aborigines. It has provided a valuable new resource base for particular 
Aboriginal people and families…Of all the essentially European organisations operating 
in the Region, ANPWS has the greatest sensitivity to and knowledge of Aboriginal issues 
and politics. This permits ANPWS to act as channel for the realisation of Aboriginal 
interests somewhat independent of the Aboriginal organs and to the actual advantage of 
both parties…(1984:156). 
 
ANPWS has been a successful employer of Aboriginal people, thus confirming 
predictions made by the Fox Commission [RUEI]. The Project [the Social impact of 
uranium mining study group] is aware that the Parks Service has been careful to involve 
Aboriginal people in policy matters as well as day to day management…As a final word it 
should be noted that the ANPWS ranger trainee program has earned a very good 
reputation…(1984:174). 
 

These contemporaneous assessments seem to be in accord with the remarks 

made almost two decades later in the passage quoted at the beginning of this 

chapter: ‘We’d go out there and talk and sort out the problem, you know it was 

running smoothly…’. As the admission that there was a problem to sort out 

implies, joint management was not running smoothly all the time. As one of those 

who was occasionally the subject of an angry outbust from this traditional owner, 

and others, I know the small conflicts well. Yet, her statement ‘we’d go out there 

and talk’ sums up the informality and goodwill, and the respect each side had for 

the other that characterised the relationships of those times. It was a period in 

which the older structures of the white bureaucracy of the NT Parks and Wildlife 

had been swept aside leaving space for the institution of new practices, and 
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within a period of months, new structures that would determine the modus 

operandi of the next decade and beyond.  

 

The traditional owners and Professor Ovington 
Discussion of mutually accorded legitimacy would not be complete without 

reference to the personal relationships that developed between the senior 

traditional owners and the park service’s first director, Derrick Ovington. He did 

not know them all, or even all those living in Kakadu, but he became especially 

close to the three big people of that decade, Bill Neidjie, Toby Gangali and Mick 

Alderson, and knew many others well. Lawrence (2000) notes the closeness of 

the relationship thus: 
In the early period, the Director of National Parks and Wildlife, in Canberra, exerted 
considerable influence over park operations. Professor Ovington was a strong willed, 
assertive director and, despite the many amusing anecdotes of his management style, 
staff respected, even admired, his strength and tenacity. Recent Chief Executive Officers 
have been more democratic and committed to devolution of responsibility; but tend to 
remain detached from park operations. ‘The Prof’, as Ovington was called in the park, is 
remembered with affection by Aboriginal people for his accessibility and more public 
face…(2000:277). 
 

Late in 1978, soon after the parks and mine agreements were signed, Prime 

Minister Fraser reorganised the ministry, providing the park service with a new 

Minister, Senator Jim Webster. Ovington was quick to bring him to Kakadu and 

introduce him to as many of the traditional owners as possible. Whilst some of 

them had met ministers, including Fraser himself, they were not accustomed to 

much more than a polite handshake and a few words. 

 

On this occasion the Director and the Minister were engaging in extensive 

conversation with them, coming closer than many senior white people had 

previously. Toby later told me that they found such prolonged proximity to these 

important people rather uncomfortable, but both he and Mick were also quick to 

detect a warmth in Ovington that they liked. Many of his personal attributes were 

already a matter of discussion before they got to know him personally – they 

knew, for example, that he was well connected to powerful figures, and assumed 

that he too was powerful. Of all the traditional owners Mick probably had the 
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greatest sense of how the bureaucracy worked. He spoke excellent English, read 

the newspapers and, before the agreement was signed, spoke frequently with 

both NT rangers and NLC field staff. Fluent also in Gundjeihmi, he frequently 

acted as a conduit between white people and other traditional owners. 

 

Possibly it was because of his greater familiarity with the commentaries in the 

white world about Ovington that Mick was so impressed with the real flesh-and-

blood person when the opportunity came to meet ‘the Prof’. How different he was 

from the senior NT people. During those months, Mick asked me several times 

‘Why does he want to come and talk to us blackfellas?’ Still somewhat 

disbelievingly, a few months later he answered his own question – ‘He really likes 

us’. For all his reputation as a tough negotiator and a powerful advocate, they 

saw the Prof as approachable, sincere, and funny. His (northern English) 

Geordie accent with its occasional dropped vowels and quaint phraseologies 

amused both traditional owners and the rest of the staff. For his part, Ovington 

later told me that he strongly admired the work histories of the senior traditional 

owners, seeing these as crucial to the way Kakadu became established. He was 

also to remind me of something I had forgotten: that the very appointment of 

these Aboriginal men into comparatively senior positions tested his advocacy 

skills within a public service that held to rigid performance criteria. He had to 

intervene personally to ensure that their special status was recognised, and that 

the selection committee’s recommendations were approved. 22  

 

Ovington’s visits to the park almost always included trips into its more remote 

parts. On such visits he liked to include as many Aboriginal and white rangers as 

possible, thus endorsing the inclusive style that was being established. He was 

not immune to the discomforts, problems, and mishaps that are part of travel in 

the bush. Like the rest of us, he too got bitten by mosquitoes and stuck in the 

mud. On one occasion he decided to test-drive one of the new park vehicles, a 

small four-wheel drive model that had been the subject of extensive complaint 

                                            
22 Interview N1 – 6 May 2005. 
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from all the rangers. Driving along a narrow track to a possible research site at 

the head of the convoy he headed straight into a small watercourse across the 

track and became bogged. As we all took turns to raise the front wheels up with 

the aid of a jack and logs of wood, before towing the vehicle out backwards, 

several people made comments about both the vehicle and the driver who had 

been instrumental in approving the purchase. The Prof joined in the repartee, 

quickly turning the criticisms into an opportunity to recite mistakes he knew 

various white rangers, including me, had made in recent months, turning a 

potentially embarrassing situation into some fun. Occasions like this made 

vibrant contributions to the common discourse of the park, and served to promote 

membership of a common identity, the Australian National Parks and Wildlife 

Service, to which we all belonged – and they served to minimise the ‘us’ and 

‘them’ of park and head office. 

 

Whereas the relationship between the traditional owners and the Director was 

thus engaging, cordial and one that demonstrated mutual respect, it could hardly 

be labelled symmetrical. Yet it was completely different from the asymmetrical 

relationships that Collmann (1988:142-147) attributes to those between 

pastoralists and the Aboriginal fringe-camp dwellers in Alice Springs, which were 

framed by violence, silence, and avoidance. Instead, Ovington occupied a role 

that was more like what one of anthropologist Peter Sutton’s informants in the 

Queensland gulf country called boss-help-us.23 Sutton explains that the boss had 

the role of nurturing, or ‘looking after’, those in his charge, and in the sense of 

working life at least, setting the agenda. Myers (1980) tells us that such a role 

was also spoken of by his Pintubi informants, and that it was grounded in 

traditional relationships: 
The Pintubi use the concept of a ‘boss’ (mayutju) to designate one who ‘looks after’ his or 
her subordinates, and it can be used to designate parents, for example, as well as other 
hierarchical relationships. What such relationships are expected to have in common is 

                                            
23 Discussion with Professor Sutton, Adelaide, 18 January, 2006. These ideas are also 
incorporated into Unusual couples: relationships and research on the knowledge frontier, the 
2002 Wentworth Lecture, Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, 
Canberra. 
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that in return for ‘nurturance’, one owes deference or respect to a ‘boss’; a boss can also 
expect a certain right to command…(1980:318).  
   

 

Ovington’s resourcefulness and tenacity was expressed through the jobs he 

created for Aboriginal people, the housing that got built within only a few years of 

the park’s creation, improvements to the park’s infrastructure, and programs like 

the control of mimosa. The financing of most of these was initiated during the life 

of the Fraser Government, which was less inclined to spend in Kakadu than the 

ALP Government of Prime Minister Hawke that followed it. In that sense the Prof 

‘looked after’ the traditional owners in politically tough times. For their part the 

traditional owners immediately reacted against the Fraser Government when it 

threatened to remove the park service from Kakadu and place its day-to-day 

management in the hands of the NT authorities in 1981. Within the space of two 

years they had come to regard the park service (and its national connections) as 

their own. 

 

It is hard to argue with Weaver’s (1991:314) finding that the park service (and by 

implication Ovington) was, like its NT counterpart, expansionist in the sense that 

it used agreement with the traditional owners to further its own political-

bureaucratic power base. It is similarly hard to discount the earlier evaluations of 

political scientist Colin Tatz (1982:153-155), the Chair of the Social impact of 

uranium mining study group , who found the parks agreement inadequate from 

the traditional owners’ perspective and Ovington’s correspondence intransigent 

about aspects of the first management plan.24 Yet against such hard-nosed 

evaluations, Ovington’s tenacity and resourcefulness in the corridors of power, in 

Canberra and elsewhere, were matched by the personal relationships he 

established with the traditional owners in those early years. The initiative for 

these was his but the legitimacy of the other partner was conferred, and 

subscribed to, by both. 

                                            
24 Arguably Tatz’ criticisms on the first point were unfair. The limits placed on the parks 
agreement were made within the executive government, not by Ovington himself, but Ovington 
was probably forced to defend the agreement, as public servants are often called on to do.  
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Kakadu’s nostalgias revisited 

The Kakadu of three decades ago was thus socially constructed very differently 

from the contemporary counterpart we saw in Chapter 4. It was an experimental 

social setting in many senses. First, although Ovington and others had made 

claims in evidence to the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry that the park 

could fulfil some kind of role as a mediator or buffer between the traditional 

owners and the outside world, even the most optimistic person could not be sure 

whether, or how, those claims could be met. As then Project Coordinator and 

later park service Deputy Director, Michael Hill, noted: 
You had to have the fundamentals established, but really from there on none of us had a 
clue. It was all going to be trial and error… and see how things work, and then you adapt 
to whatever the circumstances throw up …and if we hadn’t had the capacity to adapt, the 
whole thing might have collapsed anyway…25 
 

Second, the traditional owners and white actors were strangers to each other, 

and even their hearsay knowledge of the other was fragmentary. Third, there was 

almost no infrastructure and few guidelines, and the actors had to make do with 

whatever was available. Yet both parties were able to take advantage of such 

unknowns and difficult circumstances to forge those elusive qualities, like 

mutually accorded legitimacy and even trust – as Hill says, to adapt. Perhaps 

most important of all, they enabled the establishment of the robust common 

discourse of the Kakadu mob, as both traditional owners and white rangers and 

other staff spent much of their time at work doing many things together. 

 

By contrast all the actors now assume they know each other well, and they 

certainly know a lot about each other. Sometimes this knowledge generates 

affection and goodwill, but often it produces antagonisms, mistrust, and feigned 

mutual accord. Nowadays Aboriginal and white actors – at all levels – do not 

undertake the range of activities that once took place, especially in the field, 

where Aboriginal people are most comfortable. Consequently they do not have 

the quantity or quality of opportunities to add currency to the common discourse 

                                            
25 Interview T3 – 9 January 2005. 
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that I argue is so important in reaffirming jointness. Increasingly, the common 

discourse is made up of reminiscences and (occasionally) nostalgias about days 

long gone. Material from ‘back then’ takes the place of stories generated last 

week or even last year. Yet even that ‘new’ old material serves a purpose, 

binding together groups with a common past, however tenuous those bonds 

increasingly may be, and in the process symbolises hope that joint management 

may once again be the comfortable thing that is now seen to have ‘worked’ in 

bygone days. The less pleasant features of past times are adumbrated or 

expunged from contemporary narratives just as the painful attributes of the 

present are foregrounded – and in both instances the narratives act as a 

perverse form of cohesion among whole groups, or more likely, as the glue for 

factions and splinter groups.26 

 

In his analysis of ritual in How societies remember, sociologist Paul Connerton 

(1989:53) remarks that in many previous analyses of modern ritual there is a 

                                            
26 As I rewrite this section in September 2008, Australian anthropologists are emailing each other 
on the professional association’s electronic network about expressions of nostalgia among more 
remotely located Aboriginal communities. There appears to be a consensus that nostalgia is 
commonplace among many of these groups, as if to say that the paternalism of the old church 
missions and other stations was ‘good’ because it maintained a degree of social control that has 
since been, to some extent or another, lost in almost all ‘self-managing communities’ after the 
missionaries left. This discussion is part of a much bigger debate that has been occurring among 
Australian anthropologists, sociologists, doctors and other specialists, government organisations, 
the media, and the general public about a widespread and dramatic intervention in NT Aboriginal 
communities that was announced by the Howard Government in July 2007. Ostensibly 
responding to an NT Government inquiry that reported widespread child abuse, associated with 
alcoholism, drug abuse, and other forms of social breakdown, the national government took 
immediate steps to impose restrictions on supply of alcohol, quarantine cash social security 
payments (to lower the amount of money being spent on alcohol and illegal drugs), conduct 
health checks on small children thought to have been the subject of abuse (initially mandatory but 
later made voluntary), and introduce some other moves that appear to have little to do with child 
abuse – notably suspension of Australia’s Human Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission Act 
1986 to the extent necessary to allow the new policy to be implemented, and suspension of so 
much of the Aboriginal Land Rights Act 1976 as to allow government (re) acquisition of 
community assets on communities. The legislative provisions were rushed through the national 
parliament with the support of the then opposition, which has modified some of the policy since 
coming to office in November 2007 but has retained most of its provisions. The larger debate is 
centred on whether such paternalistic control measures should have been (re)imposed, thus 
returning more traditionally oriented Aboriginal people to an era in which many decisions were 
made for them by the state or its agents, the missions. State action has created ‘winners’ and 
‘losers’ among the Aboriginal people themselves, but it has divided communities along cleavage 
lines that do not entirely reflect winners and losers in a simple way, and this complicated debate 
is still in progress (see Altman & Hinkson 2007). 
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tendency for content to be given more attention than form. Focus is on the 

meaning of what is being enacted, rather than the way in which enactments take 

place. Connerton’s point is useful here in directing attention to how reminiscence, 

and more particularly nostalgia, is enacted in Kakadu. Whilst I saw no evidence 

that either nostalgia or reminiscence is ever ritualised at Kakadu, these practices 

are nevertheless expressed in more or less standard form, following meta-

ceremonial lines. In the case of the publicly enacted reminiscences of a funeral 

ceremony or a farewell, the speaker, addressing the others assembled, 

introduces the subject person and says how much they will be missed; then they 

speak about attributes of the person’s life and connections to Kakadu, probably 

with some amusing anecdotes about incidents that were already well known, or 

at least shared by several friends, relatives or colleagues. The speaker draws on 

events from as far back as his knowledge allows, but will usually stop short of 

making painful comparisons between ‘back then’ and now. The form of the 

narrative, and the structure governing it, are similar to the conventions 

surrounding similar events of Australian Western culture. 

  

Nostalgia, although distinguished as it is by the frustration and pain of the 

present juxtaposed with a valorised version of past events, and sustained most 

commonly within the separate group discourses, is also governed by meta-

ceremonial structure – although one could be forgiven for not seeing such in the 

variety of informal locations of its enactment, during card games, around office 

tables and so on. The event involves a principal narrator and between one and 

five or six like-minded interlocutors. The one-to-one interview is an extension of 

that form of activity. All participants will have some familiarity with the narrative 

and one or more of those present will ask questions, elaborate on particular 

points, or tell another story to drive home the point (mostly, that joint 

management has deteriorated). The traditional owner’s statement to the 

interviewer at the beginning of this chapter is brief, but its brevity serves 

particularly well to illustrate the typology of a nostalgic event: 
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1. Introduction. Assertion that joint management, or some 
aspect of it, has deteriorated: 

 
I don’t know where the joint management’s gone actually …but it doesn’t happen any 
more. 

 
2. Assertion of change: 

 
It changed [in the] past few years… 
 

3. Account of how it was ‘back then’: 
 

[With] those people that first started [the park], we used to go and sit out in the bush and 
they’d come and visit us. We’d go out there and talk and sort out the problem, you know it 
was running smoothly 

 
4. Reformulation of contemporary failures:  

 
…and yeah, a lot of the things got forgotten. 
 

 

Take another example, a conversation that took place between one of the white 

rangers who had been in the park for many years and myself as we travelled 

from park headquarters to Pine Creek one day in the dry season of 2002: 
Chris: How do you think we’d go by putting some of these signs into language? It would 
be interesting to many of the tourists, don’t you think? 
 
Ted: Yeah, we’ve been talking about that for years, but these days it just seems to get so 
much harder to do anything like that. The signs are all in need of work, and whenever we 
ask the TOs, they have some other idea, or else there is disagreement about which 
language to use, and before long it has become incredibly big deal. It all used to get done 
so easily when there were just one or two of the old men to ask but now there is a cast of 
thousands. And another thing…when Ray [one of the early managers we both knew] was 
here all these signs etc got fixed as a matter of routine. There was just no problem about 
it because he kept things in apple pie order. It’s just so hard these days (a) to keep the 
park tidy, and (b) to get the agreement of the TOs…[resignedly] Anyway, we can give it 
another go. Where do we start? The Board I suppose…[sigh] if we can get their 
interest.27 
 

 

We can parse Ted’s commentary in the same way, noting the same elements of 

form: 
1. Introduction. Assertion that joint management, or some 

aspect of it, has deteriorated: 
 

                                            
27 Notes, 10 June 2002. Emphasis his. 
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Yeah, we’ve been talking about that for years, but these days it just seems to get so 
much harder to do anything like that. 

 
2. Assertion of change: 

 
The signs are all in need of work, and whenever we ask the TOs, they have some other 
idea, or else there is disagreement about which language to use, and before long it has 
become incredibly big deal. 
 

3. Account of how it was ‘back then’: 
 

It all used to get done so easily when there were just one or two of the old men to ask but 
now there is a cast of thousands. And another thing…when Ray [one of the early 
managers we both knew] was here all these signs etc got fixed as a matter of routine. 
There was just no problem about it because he kept things in apple pie order.  

 
4. Reformulation of contemporary failures:  

 
It’s just so hard these days (a) to keep the park tidy, and (b) to get the agreement of the 
TOs…[resignedly] Anyway, we can give it another go. Where do we start? The Board I 
suppose…if we can get their interest.28 

 
 

In the typically more complex events that include elaborations, interruptions and 

detours, the order of discussion may become distorted but it is rare that any of 

these four elements is excluded. They may not be followed in precise order, in 

the sense that Turner (e.g. 1974; 1996) deems must occur in the dramaturgical 

sequence, but they are nonetheless followed and the typical event is cauterised 

by commentaries on contemporary failures. Thus, whilst lacking the symbolism 

and embodied actions of, say, the priest in the Christian Eucharist or the 

participants in traditional Aboriginal ceremony, there is nevertheless meta-

ceremonial observance of form and the structure that governs it. Moreover, it is a 

powerful structure, more powerful than just the ‘old hand’ making a big man of 

himself among a group of less experienced white rangers, possibly because it 

engages issues that are relevant to everyday life, and is relevant to all those 

listening. Nostalgic events do not see people walking away from the narrator, or 
                                            
28 Work later started on a new proposal for this project but the initiative was lost among the 
pressures of other work. In an ironic twist, linguist Murray Garde told me several years later, in 
2005, that one of the traditional owners had made the same proposal during a Board meeting, but 
that it too was lost among the pressures of other work. Garde’s point is that many traditional 
owners are deeply interested in the recognition of their language and seeing it perpetuated in 
Western representations such as signs, contrary to the impression of my white ranger 
interlocutor.  
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telling him to stop. Rather, the narrative is amended, or sometimes contradicted, 

but the form and the nostalgic event itself remains intact, serving to reproduce 

the sociality of the present through the authority of the past. In some ways this is 

a curious phenomenon, acting counter to the intuitive ‘instincts’ of at least one of 

my peers who read an early draft of this paragraph. He noted: ‘[The] insistent 

indulgence in nostalgia by long-termers must have an alienating effect on more 

recently recruited staff’. Perhaps that will happen, but nostalgic accounts still 

prevailed at the time of my field work, and many of the Kakadu mob tell me it still 

prevails in 2009, indicating the prevailing pain of the present. 

 

Nostalgia, regularly rehearsed as it is, has the effect of ‘shaping the institutions’ 

as Bateson (1936:116) calls it, or imposing on structures, habitus and practice as 

Bourdieu (1977:78-87) would say. Although usually performed by, and for, 

members of the white ranger group or traditional owners, thus perpetuating 

separate group discourses, it also has the effect of affirming jointness. There is a 

strange perversity in this action. Dialectically, in unifying the self-group it gives 

life to the validity of the Other. Further, the argument is circular. The present 

produces pain, anxiety and exasperation. Those emotions give rise to 

performances of nostalgia that, in turn, shape and perpetuate the institutions of 

the present. Reminiscences, of course, have a similar but less complicated 

effect, expressed as they usually are as part of the common discourse and 

serving the purpose of nurturing it. ‘The space of reminiscence and nostalgia’, 

the heading for this chapter, might be lengthened to read ‘the space that 

reminiscence and nostalgia fills’, thus more accurately depicting the idea of 

displacement. I have attempted to write it as the participants in joint management 

see it and, since I am one of those caught up in its reverie, in this sense it is the 

analysis of a native – here both emic (c.f. Lett 1996) and functionalist. 

 

But as the subjects of nostalgia exemplify ‘…those who do not, indeed cannot, 

examine the social world in which they are embedded’ (Acciaioli 1981:24), held in 

its thrall and unable to see differently, I now seek, like Bateson, to take on other 
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perspectives which I pursue in the remaining chapters.29 In these I examine more 

closely the contradictory phenomena that have threaded their way through this 

work so far: the forces that serve as centripetal, cohering and unifying the group 

as the Kakadu mob; and those acting centrifugally, enforcing the boundaries 

around Aboriginal and white, always threatening a widening of the gulf between 

these broad groups and an end to the edifice of joint management itself. 

 
29 A few former rangers who have been away from Kakadu for several years now occasionally 
reflect on the effects of the actual changes. Some of their reflections were shared with me and 
are reproduced in this chapter. That such introspections were of great assistance to my analyses 
is unremarkable in anthropology, but I make the point that it is very difficult for individual actors to 
reflect in this way while still part of the actual life of the park. 



 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
Chapter 6: 

Centripetality 





Introduction 

Earlier chapters have exposed the contradictory forces that I argue are central to 

any understanding of how Kakadu works: those acting centripetally, drawing 

Aboriginal and white actors together; and the centrifugal forces that define the 

two groups, maintain their boundaries, and threaten to dissolve the nexus of joint 

management. We see this in the historical treatment of Chapter 2, where the 

state gradually inveigled its way into the world of the traditional owners, starting 

in the mid 1970s. Such contradictions are also noticed in the following two 

chapters on the Board of Management and the quotidian of park life, and in 

Chapter 5, where the actors find meaning in the contemporary through the prism 

of the past. In the next three chapters I focus on the formation of these 

contradictory forces, looking to identify the creation of structures that have been 

progressively put in place, piece by piece. I look at these structures first as 

structured structures, durably installed by the actors that have gone before, 

creating local histories, always changing but controlling and influencing the 

actors of today. With Bourdieu (e.g. 1977:72-80; 1998:26), Ortner (e.g. 2006:6-

11) and others I see them also as structuring structures, controlling and 

influencing the actors of the future. Lastly, I see them as structuring other 

structures, notably the big contradictory forces – centripetality and centrifugality. 

 

In the analysis of all these structures, the big ones and those that combine to 

make the ‘big structures’ what they are, I am not always explicit about the exact 

periods over which they changed. Sometimes structures change rapidly, 

sometimes gradually, and sometimes it is not possible to detect much change at 

all. Yet the possibilities for change are always alive and I look for these in the 

examination of particular structural themes in the following chapters. This 

includes the way the park infrastructure was put in place and the way actors 

responded to it; the way in which the park uniform came to symbolise and 

embody the meaning of joint management; the way in which each group opposes 

each other through gazing. All have acted to transform the park, some 

remarkably quickly. The effect of the park radio is an obvious example of rapid 
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transformation. Fully operational after only a few weeks of testing, suddenly it 

allowed park staff, Aborigines and whites, to hear what was happening in most 

parts of the park as it happened, and to find ways of using this new technology. 

On the other hand, structures of response by traditional owners to the NT 

Government’s antagonistic approach to Kakadu took many years to develop. 

Regardless of the actual periods of their formation, these structures have now 

been durably installed, as Bourdieu (1977:72) argues, affecting practice at all 

levels of its operations.  

 

This chapter discusses some exemplar structures that act centripetally, drawing 

Kakadu’s Aboriginal and white groups together, reinforcing jointness and 

cohesion. We notice these discussed in other forms, in earlier chapters, perhaps 

most powerfully in the creation and maintenance of the joint discourse. We have 

also encountered some that act in both centripetal and centrifugal ways, most 

obviously nostalgia. Acting mostly as a form of discourse within the one group as 

it contemplates the Other, nostalgia also dialectically affirms the Other as a 

necessary object, thus drawing it close, binding it to the self-group. These twin 

actions are noticeable in the structures being discussed in this chapter as well. 

Putting on the uniform, for example, which I see as predominantly unifying, has 

also created the fractures that arise out of mimicry, a topic we meet as a 

potentially divisive force in Chapter 8.     

 

Sharing physical transformations  

When one experiences all the bitumen roads, telecommunications, the town of 

Jabiru, and many other Western ‘improvements’ that are now in place in Kakadu 

it is easy to forget how different it all was at the end of the 1970s. In this section I 

look briefly at how the installation of this now impressive infrastructure took place 

over these three decades, how they developed as structuring structures, and in 

particular how they helped create the shared identity of the Kakadu mob as both 

white and Aboriginal people came to make use of them. Sometimes this was 

done simply by individuals utilising a common good, or commons, like new roads. 
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In other instances shared identity came through explicit sharing by the park 

service such as where, as a matter of policy, Aboriginal staff had access to the 

same housing as white staff, something that had not happened before. While 

admitting Bourdieu’s (1998:54) view that these improvements were imposed by 

the state (and the habitus that followed these physical changes as a result), the 

argument is that both forms of use had the effect of drawing Aboriginal and white 

staff together. 

 

In 1974 the area saw its first bitumen road, joining the mining exploration camp at 

Ranger to Darwin 260 kilometres to the west. Notwithstanding that it signalled the 

intentions of the state to allow uranium mining – for governments do not invest 

millions of dollars in new roads without their having purpose – the road was 

welcomed by everyone I knew, Aborigines and whites.1 It made travel around the 

region and many tasks so much easier for everyone. The road incorporated a 

major new bridge across the South Alligator River that allowed year-round 

access to many parts of a region hitherto reached only by light aircraft. This was 

how the region was served when the Ranger and park leases were signed late in 

1978. Leading off the bitumen then were two gravel roads, now sealed, one 

leading south from Jabiru to Pine Creek and the other north to the East Alligator 

River Crossing and Arnhemland beyond. Graded only two or three times a year, 

frequently corrugated and with large pot-holes, these roads produced great 

clouds of dust with the passage of every vehicle. A network of bush tracks fed off 

these two gravel roads, leading to various scenic places and fishing spots. These 

were places that white people had ‘discovered’ and told their mainly Darwin-

based friends about as they ‘went bush’ for one or two long weekends in the dry 

season each year. The gravel roads and tracks closed in November or 

December after the first storms of the wet season caused the creeks and rivers 

to rise. 
                                            
1 In what I suspect is a nostalgic comment, one of Palmer’s (2001:159) informants indicates that 
she and her family were shocked by the upgrading of one of the gravel roads, a much less 
dramatic agent of change than the bitumen, that passed close to where they lived. Possibly the 
actual impact of the machinery had this effect, but it was nevertheless not long before Aboriginal 
people were taking advantage of the improved roads everywhere.   
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Before the 1950s most of the white prospectors and buffalo shooters who worked 

the area during the dry season returned to Darwin, or southern parts of Australia, 

once the rivers became impassable. The holders of tourist leases in the 1950s 

and 1960s changed all this, building airstrips that enabled them to remain 

throughout the year. Some of these leases, with their airstrips, bush housing and 

other ‘rough comforts’ were put to use when the state, through the NT 

Administration, acquired them in readiness for Kakadu in the early 1970s and 

turned them into ranger stations, as we saw in Chapter 2.2  These, together with 

the two modern houses built by the NT Administration at Nourlangie Camp after it 

was purchased from safari operator, Allan Stewart, formed the basis of park 

infrastructure at its declaration. By 1978 there were a few phone lines available in 

Jabiru but otherwise electronic communications were limited to high frequency 

two-way radio with usually two scheduled periods (called skeds) on weekdays 

and an open frequency available for emergencies after hours and on weekends. 

Each organisation maintained its own frequency, the NT rangers maintaining 

theirs through 1979, with the park service negotiating for its use until its own very 

high frequency/ultra high frequency (VHF/UHF) continuous use radio started 

operating in 1980. The only facilities for ordinary tourists in those days were a 

few rubbish bins in favourite fishing places, and a few rudimentary signs that 

seemed to be located at random. 

 

The limitations of infrastructure were taken for granted by the traditional owners 

and the NT rangers. Among the former, all but small children could remember 

what it was like when the only access to the area was by rough tracks from either 

Darwin or Pine Creek, and when there were no phones or even radios. Many 

middle-aged people could recall when most of their people lived for periods, as 

local Aboriginal people always had done, around fires in the open and in the 

                                            
2 The histories of the development and changes in administration of the safari camps, a colourful 
and interesting chapter in the life of the NT’s top end, are outside the scope of the present study 
but have been documented by a number of writers (see e.g. Fisher 2002; Lockwood 1979; Opitz 
1984; Stewart 1969).   
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shelter of caves or traditional bark huts during the monsoon. Later, from about 

the mid 1950s, traditional owners lived in tin sheds or bough shelters, much as 

the white buffalo shooters and prospectors did until that industry collapsed in 

1956. In 1978, most of the NT rangers slept in caravans, around which they 

constructed various annexes and sheds for cooking, eating, washing and 

relaxing (c.f. Woerle & Thiele 1987:9-24). A favoured few lived in the houses at 

Nourlangie Camp or Patonga, another resumed safari camp, with electric power, 

several bedrooms and areas inside for cooking, eating, and washing. Once the 

lease had been signed, the park service immediately set about building power 

and water supplies, and houses, completing eight by the end of the first year and 

a further eight a year later. Nevertheless, most rangers spent at least several 

months in caravans or shed accommodation until moving into a ‘proper house’, 

showering and eating in open shaded areas like the NT rangers had done. Like 

their predecessors, many had to sleep under mosquito nets, get enough supplies 

to last a week or more, and rely on other rangers and Aboriginal friends for most 

social contact. Common sociality and an associated sense of jointness emerged 

from these conditions. As some rangers used to say, ‘We are all in the same 

boat’. 

 

Sharing work 

There were other social consequences of this rudimentary infrastructure, many of 

them to do with how work was done. The building of housing and engineering 

works in the hands of contractors, rangers set about establishing their own 

programs of work around such tasks as: making and installing routed wooden 

direction signs; installing pit toilets; clearing tracks; shooting buffaloes and pigs; 

burning off dry grass; and providing advice and otherwise helping park visitors. 

The establishment of these work programs within a few months of the park lease 

being signed led quickly to a workplace habitus that has remained more or less 

unchanged. The white rangers in positions of leadership identified tasks and 

devised work programs around them. This is a key point. Although most 

operations can now be performed much more efficiently, their modus operandi 
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was installed back then. And it opened the way for traditional owners and other 

Aboriginal people working in the park to do things together with the white 

rangers, and to talk together about what they were doing, creating the joint 

discourse as they spent hours working and travelling together.  

 

We have already seen how work in the field exposes rangers to the heat and 

humidity, the dust and the flies, mosquitoes and other insects. In all but the three 

balmy months between June and August these are elements that have to be 

endured rather than enjoyed. Humidity and air temperature rival each other as 

agents of discomfort. Even walking causes the sweat to bead within seconds. 

Back then, while most of those housed in caravans had air-conditioning, rangers 

in the new ‘proper’ houses had none until then Minister Barry Cohen directed that 

it be installed in 1984. During the day there was no getting away from the heat 

and humidity – not in the offices, not in the vehicles, and not in the field. Rangers 

drove with windows down, even on the many dusty roads, and at day’s end they 

often looked like the seats of the vehicles they drove, lightly caked in a mud 

formed out of dust and sweat. All rangers, white and Aboriginal, were out there, 

enduring these same conditions together. Recognising that everyone else was 

suffering made one’s own suffering more endurable. This sense of affliction built 

an ethic of mutual trust, respect and, I suggest, compassion (c.f. Myers 

1979:356-357; 1988b:596-598). Myers describes compassion as an emotion that 

is usually exercised only within close family, that small group of people whom 

one is obliged to help because of that relationship. Yet he also notes that 

compassion can be extended more widely:  
“Strangers” (non-relations) are less likely to receive much concern, although the Pintubi 
are certainly capable of extending their compassion to anyone with a “good case” 
(including anthropologists). Indeed, few of the accounts available about Aborigines 
illustrate cruelty or torture; many are the accounts of their kindness to unfortunate 
Europeans. “Compassion” or “pity” seems a highly adaptive quality among people whose 
resources are somewhat unreliable. Men told me they would never send visitors away 
from their own waterholes in time of drought. Such action was unthinkable: “We would 
feel compassion for them.” …(1979:357 - emphasis his). 
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Despite the relative parsimony of the park’s budgets until about 1984, some of 

the capital works projects changed the sociality of park work quite quickly, in 

many ways drawing traditional owners and white rangers together. The 

installation of the VHF/UHF radio system in 1980, for example, meant that 

rangers could hear much of what was happening elsewhere in the park within 

seconds. Unimportant details of other lives, once never apprehended by others 

at all, were now widely known. When a small grandchild of Bill Neidjie wandered 

away that year, Toby Gangali immediately knew the minute-by-minute detail of 

the search as he talked with me sixty kilometres away. In our listening to the 

radio and in our conversation we shared the anxious moments of the search until 

the child was located. Before the days of continuous radio contact such an 

incident would have passed unnoticed by both of us unless it had ended 

unhappily, when it would have been told after the fact without the instantaneous 

detail. Details of this kind continue to be shared by all within earshot of the park 

radio, as we saw in Chapter 4 when one of the rangers disappeared for a time at 

the height of the monsoon. 

 

By 1986 most rangers, both Aboriginal and white, were living in ‘proper houses’ 

with comforts comparable to those in Darwin, including air-conditioning in part of 

each house. Many of the vehicles were also now air-conditioned and so the 

people in them did not get grubby just through moving around the park. The road 

leading south from Jabiru to Pine Creek had been sealed as far as Jim Jim 

Creek, other creeks had been bridged, and so transport around the park was 

now easier and quicker. The first stage of Jabiru itself had been completed, 

meaning that visits to the park headquarters could double with shopping trips to 

this new regional centre. Aborigines and whites alike shared the benefits of these 

progressive developments to the park infrastructure. 

 

The park headquarters itself evolved quickly. Only two caravans in 1979, then 

part of a house in 1980, it became established in a purpose-built office and visitor 

centre in 1981, now called the ‘old headquarters building’ in which the Board 
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meets (Chapter 3). With the addition of Stage 2 in 1984 and the projected 

addition of Stage 3, park headquarters had become a major hub, replete with 

several phone lines and other (then) up-to-date electronic communications like 

telex and fax. Carved out of a piece of dry forest but by then surrounded by 

lawns, bitumen roads, car parks, and pathways, and with all the conferred 

authority of a communications centre, it was a place in which traditional owners 

were able to mingle with white staff. In this respect, the headquarters marked 

common ground, a place that attracted both groups in centripetal fashion. Yet it 

was possibly at about this time, the mid 1980s, that Western ways of using the 

new technologies started to become dominant. With that movement came the 

seeds of dissension – and the already encountered opposing centrifugal forces 

about which I say more in the next chapter. 

 

Sharing the park uniform 

In her work about the way Mexican women become nuns, anthropologist 

Rebecca Lester (2005) notes how uniform clothing both creates a feeling of 

belonging among its wearers and marks their identities to outsiders. In short, they 

put in place both boundaries and boundedness: 
The uniforms and habits used by the congregation continue the process of enclosure… 
they testify to the separation of the sisters from the outside world, physically representing 
that they belong to a different domain…(2005:146). 
 

The embodiment of particular institutions is no more clearly and immediately 

expressed than through the uniform worn by its members. When we see the 

clothing of members of religious orders, the armed forces, or the police we are in 

no doubt about the identity of its wearers. Although uniforms are modified from 

time to time, they almost always convey the sense that the people wearing them 

represent not only their institution as it is now, but also a history that may reach 

back over decades, or even (for some religious orders) centuries. 

 

Uniforms in Kakadu were donned for the first time by particular cohorts of recruits 

between late 1978 and early 1980. Devised during the months of waiting for the 

parks agreement to be signed in 1978, the selection of the actual uniform had 
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been a relatively simple affair. By that time, the parks and wildlife services of the 

Australian states and territories had established the general fashions in ranger 

uniforms. In that period most rangers were men, and they wore simple shorts and 

shirts of various muted earthy hues like khaki or green in the hot months, 

changing to long trousers and long-sleeved shirts and sweaters or jackets in 

winter. They were not as formal as those worn by the police but, carrying the 

insignia of the organisation, there was no ambiguity about the status of the 

wearer as a member of a parks or wildlife service. The new national service 

would follow that trend but with its own distinctive colour and insignia. Since the 

uniform was to be first worn in Kakadu, Professor Ovington insisted on clear 

differentiation from the NT parks and wildlife service’s sandy khaki colour and (to 

my mind) beautiful orange and white insignia based on a wedge-tailed eagle. The 

chosen colour was olive green, and the shoulder patch (and service emblem) 

was a stylised landscape, in further differentiation from the stylised plants and 

animals of the various states and territories. 

 

Although the park service shoulder flash was replaced by one specific to Kakadu 

in 1980, and replaced again in 2008, the olive green shirts and shorts soon 

became distinct symbols of this tropical park. Worn for the first months only by a 

small number of us, the new uniform’s first effect was, as Ovington intended, 

differentiating the national officers from the NT rangers. The latter continued to 

wear their khaki until an agreement for the park’s staffing was signed by 

representatives of the NT Government, the Northern Land Council, and the park 

service in 1980.3 The uniform symbolised not just the difference of a new park 

                                            
3 After much political posturing and negotiating between Prime Minister Fraser and NT Chief 
Minister Everingham, the latter recognised that day-to-day management of Kakadu would be 
directed in accordance with the conditions of the lease (see Chapter 2) and decided to negotiate 
the best deal for continued NT official presence in the park. The key conditions of the agreement 
were that the NT would maintain ten rangers, for whose services the national government would 
make periodic payments. They were to wear the same uniform as the park service rangers (most 
of whom were Aboriginal at that point). A key attribute of the deal was a new emblem, specific to 
Kakadu, that remained until a replacement was devised in 2008. The national/NT/NLC staffing 
agreement lasted until 1993, at which time it was terminated by a national government fed up with 
NT posturing over Kakadu. After that time all rangers and other staff were entirely national 
government personnel. 
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service, but also sweeping change, a complete break from the ‘old’ 

administration of the NT, and the power conferred on the park service by the 

agreement itself. It was also about to symbolise Aboriginality and the embodied 

sharing of park management.  Yet this form of embodied sharing created 

different experiences for different groups of people, the white officers of the park 

service, the former NT rangers, and the traditional owners and other Aboriginal 

people as they put on this uniform for the first time. For me, for example, 

although a person who had not worn any kind of uniform since I had been a 

cadet soldier at school, the actual wearing of olive-coloured shorts and shirt with 

a distinctive shoulder flash was not especially noteworthy in itself. In a sense it 

represented only a minor transition from the various-coloured shorts and shirts I 

already wore to work – but I was aware that it created identity, that I could not be 

anonymous while wearing it, and that it fused my persona with the part of the 

state I now represented, and with the Aboriginal people who were about to wear 

it too. 

 

The six young Aboriginal trainee rangers, two of them traditional owners and the 

other four with family connections to the land encompassed within Stage 1, wore 

the uniform immediately after they started work. Traditional owners, Toby 

Gangali and Mick Alderson, followed them a few months later. Although 

appointed to senior positions as cultural advisers, and therefore not rangers in 

the strict sense, their taking on the uniform attracted significant attention. These 

men were already well known in the region, but as much as anything through 

their discordant roles as junior park workers but also senior traditional owners.  

The uniform of the park service and its senior officers seemed to unify and 

consolidate their authority, especially among non-Aboriginal people and the 

trainees. As well, for these men who had never had a public face in the NT parks 

and wildlife group, now they were a public face, the public face of joint 

management, wearing the same clothes with the same badge as the white 

rangers, representing Kakadu, itself a significant new creation. Now they were 

recognisable Aboriginal people of status, not just those blackfellas who white 

189 
 



people saw occasionally in the shops, or drinking in their own group in the pub. 

They were now also co-identified with white rangers, and finally, albeit in a minor 

way, they were now absorbed into the very state with which they had been so 

recently negotiating. The uniform was thus much more than some mere piece of 

symbolic action. It mobilised coalescence and identity.  

 

The self-awareness of identity was affirmed in public recognition. Proudly 

wearing the uniform almost everywhere – to the shops, barbecues and other 

informal gatherings, even to Darwin – Aboriginal rangers made an immediate 

impression on outsiders, particularly those of long standing. For many of the 

newcomers, for example contractors that had come into the area to build the 

Ranger mine and the town of Jabiru, and later the miners themselves, the 

Kakadu uniform worn by both Aboriginal and white rangers was certainly noticed, 

but was also accepted as part of the strange tropical environment into which they 

had moved. Some of these newcomers remarked that having Aboriginal people 

in work uniform was not all that different from their pulling on the same football 

jumper as the white players on the team.4 Yet many longer standing NT 

residents had a contrary view. Rankled, they expressed deep suspicions about 

this new situation in which Aboriginal people were to be treated as equal. 

Occasionally, most notably after a few beers and with their inhibitions lowered, 

some of them told me how they had found it hard to imagine such a thing as 

Aboriginal rangers in uniform, and they still found it difficult to believe they were 

actually seeing these people (in uniform) moving about the park, the shops and 

even the mine site. Some whites even proffered an opinion that rangers should 

represent authority, like the police, with specialist powers relating to wildlife 

protection. The Kakadu rangers were a different creation. Unable to confer any 

exulted status on the Aboriginal wearers, as they perhaps might grudgingly 
                                            
4 Many Aboriginal people are gifted athletes, significantly over-represented in team sports like 
Australian Rules football. These days it is common in the top national competition, the Australian 
Football League, for as many as five of the twenty-two players in a team to be Aboriginal, over 
twenty per cent, compared to two per cent of Aborigines in the general population. Although it 
was much harder for Aboriginal players to be selected in senior teams the 1970s, many of these 
nevertheless had Aboriginal players and by then the public was used to their participation – and 
obvious talent.    
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concede on seeing a piece of brilliance on the football field, the white critics were 

confounded.  

 

By the time the next cohort put on the Kakadu uniform – the former NT rangers 

who had joined the park service early in 1980 – they had become accustomed to 

both the park service uniform itself and to the fusion between the white and 

Aboriginal employees that it had already come to signify. Yet for them, donning 

this new uniform demanded a commitment of a different kind, as the following 

story illustrates. Early in 1980, while sitting out of sight, I overheard an especially 

bitter verbal attack by a long-standing NT resident on one of this new group of 

rangers. They had been ‘friends’ for years. The resident asserted that the ranger 

had taken off a uniform that was respected and was now wearing the same as 

‘these boys’, by which he meant some of the Aboriginal men sitting with me 

outside. The ranger, not known for his temperate language among friends, 

aggressively responded that he was pleased to wear the same uniform as the 

Aborigines, concluding that his friend should bring his attitude out of the dark 

ages – and so, by the way, should the NT Parks and Wildlife, his former 

employer.  

 

The openly racist slur offered by the outsider of this particular story illustrates 

what whites who establish any kind of social identity with Aboriginal people learn 

to manage in their daily lives. In her study of race relations in the New South 

Wales outback town of Bourke, anthropologist Gillian Cowlishaw (2004:118-125) 

notes the particular fractures that surround cross-cultural marriages where, for 

example, white rural workers who have married Aboriginal women are subjected 

to slurs like ‘gin rooter’ (2004:122). Whilst legal or common law marriage draws 

the most outlandish forms of criticism, teasing and unceasing banter from 

workmates and others, it is not restricted to those who have made the strong 

commitment that marriage implies, as the white Kakadu rangers found out back 

then. Interestingly, in the more recent years in which I have been associated with 

the park again, the slurs or taunts from outsiders about both the uniform and the 
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Kakadu mob it symbolises seem to have disappeared. This appears to contrast 

with examples of racist talk, and in particular intolerance to Aboriginal difference, 

that is still part of white discourse in many parts of the country – as 

anthropologist Michael Tynan (2007) notes in his study of Aboriginal participation 

in Australian Rules football in country Victoria. That such talk faded into the 

background in Kakadu was probably assisted by the recruitment of the last 

cohort, five more white rangers through the NT system in the middle months of 

1980. Idealistic and enthusiastic, and without prior connections to Kakadu and 

the already complicated local histories that surrounded it, these young men 

shrugged off the taunts of outsiders and got on with their work.  

 

Within only two or three years the uniform came more to represent Kakadu itself, 

as distinct from the park service as a whole. Park service officers visiting from 

Canberra and Darwin wore the uniform less and less, especially after the park 

emblem was devised in 1980. As time went on the visiting officers from Canberra 

were not issued with the uniform and, although I am not aware of any official 

edict to stop its use, there was a tacitly accepted position that park people wore it 

and others did not. There was thus a small division created between park people 

and the rest, but the ‘us here’ and ‘them there’ discussed in Chapter 4 took on 

another dimension around the uniform, buttressing the identity of the Kakadu 

mob against those in head office. The olive green shirt fabric was 

polyester/cotton, mainly the former, a choice that seemed sensible enough, given 

its ‘wash and wear’ qualities. When put into service in Kakadu’s steamy heat, 

however, both Aboriginal and white rangers objected to its clammy feel and 

demanded either pure cotton or at least a cotton-dominant cloth. Staff meetings 

rarely passed without some mention of the discomfort the shirts caused, and at 

least a few negative comments directed towards ‘them’ in Canberra. I had been 

one of those involved in the selection process and, probably to my discredit, 

defended the choice against its critics. In any event, Professor Ovington was 

immovable on the issue. It was not until after he retired that the park changed its 
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shirts to two styles, both cotton, one for the bush and one for the office.5 In the 

meantime the polyester-dominated shirts served as another, if perverse, form of 

bonding in the formation of Kakadu rangers. 

 

In this section I have illustrated how the park was embodied around, and within, 

its uniforms. In putting on the same forms of clothing the wearers were 

transformed. Different people had different experiences, but all became bonded 

by and to the organisation and to each other through wearing the uniform. 

Simultaneously, this very form of expression of a living organisation was 

contributing to the transformation of the park itself, making it different from the 

place it had been. Within a year of its declaration there were about twenty-five 

Aboriginal and white rangers and other officers moving about the park. They 

were performing particular tasks, but they were also creating a social corpus that 

was contextualised within, and around, those olive green shirts and shorts, 

militating against the under-recognised divisions that were being subtly created 

by the modernisation of the park. Yet the park uniforms were, and are, another 

form of Westernisation. The creation of this social corpus not only elevated the 

status of the Aboriginal people wearing the uniform (in the eyes of the dominant 

white population) but also captured them, incorporating them into the state in an 

act of seduction and imbrication that is still being worked through. 

 

Under siege from the NT Government 

Chapter 2 included an account of why the national government, not the newly 

established self-governing Northern Territory, became the state partner with the 

traditional owners in Kakadu’s joint management. In this section we look more 

closely at the effects of this decision on successive NT governments, how NT 

ministers reacted aggressively, and how those reactions in turn intimidated and 

repelled traditional owners, effectively coalescing them all the more closely with 

the national government’s park service. In his comprehensive and insightful 

account of the NT’s constitutional and administrative development, historian 
                                            
5 In turn, this style of uniform was replaced in 2008. 
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Alistair Heatley (1990) explains how, through a complicated series of 

negotiations, powers were transferred from the national government to the NT, 

piece by piece, between 1977 and 1981. As Heatley notes, serious negotiations 

took place progressively, enmeshed into the actual transfers of power, between 

those dates. Although the transfer of many minor functions occurred in January 

1977, most took place at the official proclamation of self-government in July 1978 

and the ‘big’ functions, health and education, were not transferred until 1979 and 

1981 respectively. 

 

Recurring through the negotiations that started with Prime Minister Fraser’s 1975 

promise of statehood in five years (1990:52-53) were the issues in which Kakadu 

was so central – Aboriginal land rights, control of parks and reserves, 

administration of uranium mining, and environmental protection. All these being 

vitally important ingredients for the economic development of a potential seventh 

state of Australia, it is not hard to imagine why the NT Government paid attention 

to them, nor why its first Chief Minister, Paul Everingham, did not wait long to 

launch an attack on Canberra-based control of Kakadu. Revealing many of the 

tensions and difficulties that both the new government and its predecessor 

interim administrations faced (see e.g. Heatley 1990:69-77), Everingham 

appeared to be in two minds just after the official start to self-government. Should 

he tread softly in public while continuing to negotiate behind the scenes with a 

powerful national government for the control of Kakadu (and the other issues in 

which it was enmeshed)? Or should he take an aggressive public stance, 

expressing outrage that the NT was, at best, marginalised in these key policy 

areas?    

 

In August 1978, the new government hosted the annual meeting of the Council of 

Nature Conservation Ministers in Darwin, the body then representing all 

Australian states and territories, and the national government. In his opening 

speech, the former approach seemed to take hold, Everingham merely noting 
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that the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service had a daunting task ahead 

in reconciling the competing interests in Kakadu. 
“If Kakadu is to be successful as a National Park, the National Parks Service will have to 
reconcile the competing interests of conservationists, fishermen, tourists, Aboriginals, 
pastoralists and miners,” he said. “Additionally, it will have to reconcile the interests of the 
Commonwealth [national government] and the NT, a daunting task that has only just 
begun.”…6 
 

A few days later, seemingly with the encouragement of conservative state 

colleagues, he took a harder line, closing the meeting with the advice that scarce 

resources should not be wasted on a nationally based park service and that 

control of Kakadu should be in the hands of the NT. The report added: 
During a meeting of the Council of Nature Conservation Ministers in Darwin yesterday Mr 
Everingham received full backing from the states in his move to have the Federal 
Government relinquish control and management of national parks to the states…7  
 

 

Rhetoric of this kind made good reading and it set a style that gradually became 

more aggressive, especially during the years of the ALP governments of Hawke 

and Keating between 1983 and 1996, and so the NT ministers periodically flayed 

the park service and the national government: 
The Tourism Minister, Mr Eric Poole, made a scathing attack today on the Australian 
National Parks and Wildlife Service over its management of Territory tourist attractions. 
Mr Poole said the management of Uluru and Kakadu National Parks was a “disgrace” 
which was costing the NT tourism industry millions of dollars. He centred his attack on 
the condition of access roads, especially to the Olgas in Central Australia and accused 
the ANPWS of bureaucratic standover tactics in the treatment of tour operators…8 

 

Such rhetoric did not impress Hawke Government Minister for the Environment, 

Barry Cohen, who made it widely known that he thought that the NT ministers 

were a ‘bunch of cowboys’ who would ‘mine the gold in their grandmothers’ 

mouths if they had the chance’.9 This kind of counter attack by ALP national 

ministers added to NT antagonism, and the hostilities continued through the 

media. Traditional owners remained largely silent through this period of political 

                                            
6 Northern Territory News, Tuesday 10 August 1978, p2. 
7 Northern Territory News, Friday 13 August 1978, p3. 
8 Northern Territory News, Friday 5 January 1989, p2. 
9 Time (Australian edition), 22 September, 1986. 
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debate, but some of them have since told me that they were horrified by what 

they read and heard from NT Government ministers.  

 

Although the intensity of public debate about control of Kakadu died down in the 

early 1990s, a change in national government in 1996 brought the issue to a 

head again – very quickly – with NT Chief Minister Shane Stone’s announcement 

that his government would maintain pressure on ‘ownership’ of Kakadu. 

Notwithstanding immediate indications that the Northern Land Council and 

Kakadu Board members would refuse to make any changes to the lease, the 

new national government of Prime Minister Howard again publicly toyed with the 

possibility of handing responsibility for Kakadu to the NT. Under the headline NT 
park handback bid ‘reasonable’, Environment Minister, Senator Robert Hill, 

said: ‘The return of Kakadu and Uluru national parks to NT control was a 

“reasonable aspiration” for the NT Government to hold…’, and although qualified 

with a caveat that traditional owners’ views had to be taken into account, he 

affirmed that his government would consider returning the parks as part of 

negotiations for statehood.10 Hill was, of course, playing to a white audience and 

would have had legal advice on the impossibility of assigning the lease to the NT 

authorities without traditional owner consent, which had already been publicly 

refused. 

 

When it came to playing to a white audience, Senator Hill was only emulating an 

art form that the NT ministers had honed by then – bashing Aboriginal control of 

Kakadu, Uluru and the park service in general. Long realising that, under the 

terms of the lease, the decision about the joint management partner was in the 

hands of the traditional owners, NT government public rhetoric was not actually 

directed at achieving what it claimed to be advocating. Rather, it was a game 

designed to perpetuate success in the white electorate and simultaneously to 

tease and aggravate the traditional owners. As Roland Barthes (1972:15-25) tells 

us, the game of wrestling is not about winning but creating a spectacle. Here the 

                                            
10 Northern Territory News, Friday 5 April 1996, p6. 
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spectacle was outrage over a small group of traditional owners locking whites out 

of valued property, aided by a Canberra-based bureaucracy – and it was a useful 

tool in the winning of general elections. The 1984 election, in particular, was 

called early by Paul Everingham, specifically to test the issue of Kakadu and 

Uluru, the NT’s two most important parks, being placed in formal Aboriginal 

ownership and administered by a Canberra-based bureaucracy (Heatley 

1990:148-49). The huffing and puffing worked and the election delivered 

Everingham an increased majority in the NT Parliament.  

 

Successful as this game may have been for successive NT governments 

between 1978 and 2001 (at which time the electorate went cold on the 

conservatives and installed an ALP government that did not have ‘park-bashing’, 

‘Aboriginal bashing’ or ‘Canberra bashing’ agenda), it did much more than merely 

tease or annoy traditional owners. When writing about the controversy 

surrounding the introduction of the Environment Protection and Biodiversity 

Conservation Bill in 1998, journalist Dennis Shultz explained the origins of the 

traditional owners’ and NLC’s antagonism to the NT Government: 

The NLC’s withdrawal of the Kakadu lease11 reflects the deep-seated animosity and 
mistrust that exists between the park’s traditional owners and the NT government. 
Problems started when today’s traditional owners were young people, employed by the 
Territory Parks and Wildlife Commission which administered what was then known as the 
Alligator Rivers Wildlife Sanctuary. They regarded the old administration as paternalistic, 
claiming that Aboriginal concerns were placed last on any list of priorities…12 

 

Shultz only scratches the surface of traditional owner resentment here. 

Discussing the NT Government’s grandiloquent plans to ‘open up’ Kakadu’s 

remote and wild sandstone plateau, and more generally its criticism of the park 

service for standing in its way, he continues: 

Such criticism does not sit well with the board, which refuses to entertain what it views as 
intrusive commercial development. “When those politicians are attacking the park 
management, they are, in fact, attacking the traditional owners…who take it personally,” 

                                            
11 This was not actually done, but threatened at the time. 
12 The Bulletin, 16 June 1998, p33. 
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explains former park manager, Peter Wellings. “This is the basic thing the NT 
government has never got its head around.” …13 

 

Wellings’ observations are consistent with my own. Media reports about Kakadu, 

especially negative ones, are scrutinised by their subjects and then discussed, 

sometimes over and over. Printed articles, from the Northern Territory News for 

example, tend to remain in offices and traditional owners’ houses where they can 

be read by all passers-by, and discussed again. ‘Why do they keep writing this 

bullshit?’ traditional owners explode at these repeated three-pronged offences – 

three-pronged because (a) they strongly disagree; (b) the printed word seems 

indelible (c.f. Riles 2006:18); and (c) its very indelibility is a constant reminder 

that their critics are not serious about talking to them, their always-preferred 

modality of communication. 

 

That sense of offence was aggravated by traditional owners’ memories of the 

early 1980s. Back then the NT Government tried to get into a negotiating 

position, but approached the setting up of negotiations through the back doors, 

as one of the white rangers of that period recalls: 

Chris: Going back to what you said earlier about the about the Northern Territory 
Government and their pushing the park, did you feel as though it did make a difference to 
what went on, day to day, and so on? 

 
Kevin: It did, and it was very much …felt by most of the Aboriginal people that I was 
involved with. But …no way in the world did they want the Northern Territory Government 
to have anything to do with managing Kakadu… simply because they had a past of bad 
experiences, and they saw [that] if the NT Government became involved they would have 
no further say in the management of their own lands. So the more the Northern Territory 
Government tried to interfere, the more the Aboriginal people resisted any approaches 
…and there was quite a few. There was quite a lot of underhand stuff being done. People 
would be sneaking around Aboriginal communities and, one way or another trying to 
bribe Aboriginal people into seeing the Northern Territory Government’s viewpoint. But 
the more they did that, the more their resolve was to stay with Australian National Parks. 

 
Chris: Yeah? [pause] What sort of bribery? 

 
Kevin:  There were clandestine type meetings, and people were sent in with alcohol on 
them, and that sort of thing, that’s the sort of bribery I mean, trying to get Aboriginal 
people affected somewhat by alcohol to…to try to loosen them up I guess…They weren’t 
high powered politicians or that type of thing. They were just sent in as spies. And word 

                                            
13 The Bulletin, 16 June 1998, p33. 
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would get back to me. The Aboriginal people would tell me, ‘oh such and such was here, 
and brought alcohol with him to talk to us’…14 

 

There is at least one other dimension to traditional owner suspicion. It goes to 

consistent opposition by the NT governments of the 1978-2001 period to land 

claims being made under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act. Most of these affected 

Aboriginal people in other parts of the NT. Yet, as far as Kakadu’s traditional 

owners were concerned, these oppositions symbolised antagonism towards 

Aboriginal rights. And they had an actual taste of those oppositions themselves, 

with the intervention of the NT Government in both the Kakadu Stage 2 and 

Stage 3 claims. The government did not always actually oppose the claims, 

instead choosing to ‘test the evidence’, a semantic differentiation from direct 

opposition that I heard one NT Government legal counsel state during one of the 

hearings. That ‘testing’ was construed by Kakadu traditional owners as meddling 

in a claim of great importance to them, one they felt they would have won were it 

not for the NT Government’s intervention. In the same vein, the traditional 

owners also resented the drawn out and trenchant opposition by the conservative 

NT Government to the Hawke Government’s nomination of Stage 2 for World 

Heritage status between 1984 and 1986. 

 

One can see a sense of siege in all this. NT government actions, through the 

media and through their direct opposition to causes that traditional owners 

thought (and still think) important, rendered this government distinctly suspect. 

The media releases, the live interviews on TV and radio, the opposition to land 

claims and World Heritage listing, and the attempts to achieve negotiations 

through the back door, all reinforced each other. Each reminded traditional 

owners of what had gone before, generating an expectation that the next move 

by the NT Government would be just as bad. They viewed them all as attacks, as 

Wellings noted, justifying the Northern Land Council’s initial insistence in the 

lease document that the national government was not allowed to assign 

                                            
14 Interview T18 – 4 January 2006. 
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management of the park to an NT agency without their consent – and justifying 

their own continued refusal to provide that consent. 

 

When she was elected as NT Chief Minister in 2001, the ALP’s Claire Martin 

adopted a much softer approach to Kakadu, Uluru – and the park service 

generally. She stopped all NT Government demands for these parks to be 

‘handed back’ to the NT.15 Although possibly stating the obvious, she noted that 

it was up to the traditional owners to choose their management partners, a move 

that was warmly welcomed by those in Kakadu. At the same time they remained 

cautious, all too aware that democratic processes can change governments and 

policy directions quickly. As one of them said to me when I asked about his 

impressions of Claire Martin’s rapprochement in 2002:  
This mob are making things a lot better, a lot easier…but they might lose [the election] 
next time, and then we’ll be back to those other pricks. We’re much better off staying with 
the feds [the national government]…16  

The traditional owners’ position does not seem to have altered very much at all 

from the earlier years, of which park service senior officers, Michael Hill and Tony 

Press, noted in 1994: 
Although the Northern Territory government’s constant attacks on the ANPWS and its 
role in Kakadu, on the NLC and its “manipulations” of traditional owners, and on the 
traditional owners themselves at times were somewhat debilitating, they also had the 
effect of hardening the resolve of the Kakadu partners. While all of the Aboriginal people 
did not hold the same views on many matters, the traditional owners and their 
representatives were consistent and strong in their support for the involvement of the 
ANPWS…(1994b:149). 
 

The conservative NT Government that lost office in 2001 thus created deep-

seated wariness of that body politic among the traditional owners, irrespective of 

who was in power, thereby establishing yet another centripetal force binding this 

group to the national government and its park service.  

 

                                            
15 Later she also stopped NT Government opposition to Aboriginal land claims, ultimately to 
announce a scheme for joint management of NT controlled parks in 2003. 
16 Diary note, 3 July 2002.  

200 
 



Defending against white interests 

All that successive NT conservative governments did in the name of establishing 

sovereignty over Kakadu, or at least playing the game to their white-dominated 

electorate, garnered electoral support, providing leadership in a polity that had 

become accustomed to the potential use of the Alligator Rivers for their 

recreational pursuits. This was no more in evidence than when it came to 

camping out and recreational fishing. Before Kakadu was declared it is estimated 

that there were about 20,000 visitors each year, most of them NT residents. 

Many of these came in the first few weekends after the last storms of the wet 

season had gone and it was pleasant to camp out. Fishing was a pleasant, but 

also incidental, part of the camping experience. Perhaps that is just as well 

because the favoured species, barramundi, have usually lost interest in chasing 

lures by the time the weather offers comfortable camping. The serious 

barramundi fishers know, and knew back then, that the good fishing typically 

occurs at the beginning and end of the wet season, in periods marked by high 

humidity and large numbers of insects, especially mosquitoes. Only the most 

ardent of them ventured out in such periods, but were usually rewarded with 

large bags of fish. 

 

One of the best places at the end of the wet season has become known as ‘The 

Palms’. Located at a point on Nourlangie Creek, a major tributary of the South 

Alligator River, where the fast receding wet season floods come off the 

freshwater floodplains, barramundi congregate in large numbers, feeding on 

smaller fish. It is the ideal place to trick the barramundi into mistaking an artificial 

lure for prey. Until Kakadu’s declaration, the area was part of the Woolwonga 

Aboriginal Reserve. Fishers were not supposed to be there in those days, but 

people who knew of this secret place endured the discomforts of humidity and 

mosquitoes to make their hauls. It was not long before the ‘secret’ fishing place 

became known to the contractors and others who had flocked to Jabiru for the 

construction of the mine and the town itself. By the tail end of the 1980 wet 

season The Palms was crowded with dinghies jockeying for space in the narrow 

201 
 



creek and the floodplains beyond. It was a horrified Mick Alderson who, on being 

told by other rangers about all these new people fishing, promptly demanded that 

the park service should put a stop to it all. ‘This is not fishing’, he said, ‘It’s 

butchery. The fish haven’t a chance, and they’re taking them out by the ton.’ 

Further, he went on to complain, ‘They’re camping on one of our old camping 

sites. They weren’t allowed to even be there when it was the Reserve.’ 

 

This was probably one of the first occasions where traditional owners were 

confronted by the changes about to unfold. As Palmer notes (2001:161,165, 

180), before the park was declared there were relatively few white visitors, and 

their presence did not challenge traditional owners’ sense of ownership of their 

country nor interfere too much with use of their own land. That sense was to 

change, first through the thirty per cent growth in numbers in most years of the 

park’s first decade. Just as fishers spread out into all suitable watercourses in the 

park, dry season campers made more and more use of shady watercourse 

margins, crowding out traditional owners to the point that they no longer felt 

comfortable at places formerly used for their own camping out, hunting and 

fishing (c.f. Palmer 2001:165). The apprehensions expressed by some of the 

Gunbalanya-based traditional owners back in 1980 had been fulfilled: ‘the Park 

could be dead to us…’ (Tatz 1982:153) . 

 

The second sense of traditional owners feeling unwelcome on their own land 

comes through the white citizens of the NT who have aggressively asserted their 

rights to use the park in ways that suit their own interests. Although the visitor 

surveys indicate that actual visitation to Kakadu by NT residents has remained 

relatively static, with most of the hectic expansion in numbers coming from 

interstate and overseas, locals had (and continue to have) much to say. No 

group has been more vociferous than the fishers. Their quest for continued 

fishing access began from the moment Ranger Mine public relations officer, Dick 

Eussen, a keen amateur fisher, heard of traditional owner disquiet about The 

Palms in 1980, and organised a media campaign. Now represented by a 
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powerful representative association, the Amateur Fishermen’s Association of the 

Northern Territory (AFANT), their voice is usually heard when areas are 

threatened with closure, when a closure has been made, or when draft 

management plans are in preparation. Their representations have often been 

unsuccessful, as indicated by the park service’s closure of several specific sites 

and even whole zones at the behest of traditional owners. Yet, as Palmer 

(2004b:61-63) points out, their ever-present and strident representations create a 

feeling among traditional owners of being unwelcome and misunderstood in their 

own country. Not only that, the whole debate is conducted within the framing of 

Western epistemology, so that even where the wishes of traditional owners 

prevail, the logic of explanation is couched in ‘scientific’ terms, rather than 

Aboriginal perceptions of a sentient landscape (c.f. Bodenhorn 2006; Nadasdy 

2003:60-65). Focussing on availability of resources, the arguments are those of 

park service mediators offering explanations on behalf of the traditional owners, 

rather than those of traditional owners themselves.  

 

The debates that have persisted over fishing, and other practices like 

bushwalking (Palmer 2001; 2004a:191-224), raise not only questions about 

epistemology but an important aspect of traditional owners’ relationship to the 

park service. As Palmer demonstrates, both fishing and bushwalking create 

considerable problems for traditional owners. Yet, although traditional owners are 

often forced to compromise about outcomes – as they do in relation to 

bushwalking and as they have done over some fishing issues – and although 

they have to accede to decision-making taking place within an epistemic framing 

that is foreign to them, some of what they want is written into management plans, 

prohibition orders and other park rules, and is administered accordingly. Through 

the agency of its planning officers and senior representatives in the Board, the 

park service translates Aboriginal wishes into written prescriptions, or works out 

compromises. And then through the managers the park service implements 

those prescriptions, sometimes to the satisfaction of traditional owners and, as 

we have seen so far, sometimes not. Notwithstanding the seemingly random way 
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in which management plans are implemented, as noted in Chapter 3, the park 

service has an established record of implementing and defending traditional 

owner interests against the white constituents of the NT. In this sense the park 

service is an openly identifiable friend and ally against what traditional owners 

view as attacks from the outsiders. I suggest this constitutes what Holcombe 

(2005) calls Aboriginal ‘management of the state’, but in ways that have been 

officially sanctioned in legislation. In this sense then, the enactment of joint 

planning and creation of prescriptions, the present and future of the traditional 

owners and the park service are bound together. 

 

Conclusion   

The arguments of this chapter are all located around the issue of centripetal 

forces, those binding traditional owners and the park service to each other. 

Always structures capable of change but nevertheless enduring, I see them as a 

mixture of positive attractants and outside structures or agents that force the two 

groups together into the one entity. Among the structures that broadly attract 

both groups to each other are the progressive creation and sharing of the park 

infrastructure, sharing park work, and sharing the park uniform. Those that tend 

to act in a more coercive way are the antagonisms of NT Government ministers 

and individual lobbyists. Each of these are ‘structured structures’ (Bourdieu 

1998:26). All the roads, park radios, phones, park uniforms and other things had 

to be put to use in particular ways. Similarly, the way work came to be performed 

and shared soon became habituated and vested with particular meanings. Again, 

albeit in a quite different way and however inadvertently, the outsider agents 

progressively set themselves up as enemies of Kakadu, and in so doing 

established a pattern, a structured structure.  

 

As Bourdieu also notes, structured structures are also structuring structures. 

Here I mean this in two senses, first that they reproduce the already established 

patterns, means of action (modus operandi), and expectations of what will follow. 

The second sense lies in the creation and perpetuation of another, broader, 
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structure – the force of coalescence, centripetality, traditional owners and the 

park service standing together as a default position, to be identified as the 

Kakadu mob, and for them to maintain boundaries around that entity. Yet, as we 

have already noticed, within the structure of common identity lies the 

contradictory propensity for division as well, social rupture and centrifugality, the 

subjects of the next two chapters. 
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Buffaloes and horses 

Buffaloes, horses, cattle, pigs and other feral animals have been roaming in the 

Alligator Rivers region for more than a century. Out of this suite of animals 

buffaloes have arguably been the most successful coloniser, having the capacity 

to spread out into almost all ecological niches, and create noticeable impacts on 

the soils and native vegetation (Bradshaw et al. 2007), as illustrated in Figure 7.1 

and Figure 7.2. Originally introduced from Indonesia into some of the original 

British settlements on the north coast of the NT, they spread out rapidly, 

becoming entrenched in the Alligator Rivers in the 1870s (Levitus 1995:69-74; 

Ridpath 1991:176). An industry based on their hides followed in the 1880s. 

Although their activity fluctuated over the decades, the hide shooters kept the 

population of this exotic animal under control until 1956, when the industry 

collapsed. It was after this time that the population expanded rapidly, realising 

the capacity of these large (300-1000 kilogram) animals to inflict considerable 

environmental damage. Although another industry, based on meat, started up in 

the mid 1960s, it appears only to have slowed down the buffalo population‟s 

expansion. Numbers continued to rise, not reaching their peak until the late in 

that decade (Petty et al. 2007b:448). 

 

Horses became feral at about the same time as buffaloes, but they never 

exploited the same range of environments, nor were they as numerous.1 Yet both 

became important to traditional owners in practical terms, buffalo as a source of 

meat, and horses as a means of transport and a means of shooting buffaloes in 

the industry that employed many of them. Over time both species came to take 

on meanings beyond mere practicality, becoming symbolic of identity for many 

traditional owners and ultimately recognised as „bush pets‟ (Robinson et al. 

                                            
1 Counts at Kapalga, a 600 square kilometre study area in the Stage 2 area of Kakadu, showed 
densities of horses in the range of 0.01 to 0.6 per square kilometre, compared to 3.6 to 33.9 per 
square kilometre for buffaloes in 1981 (Ridpath 1991:173). At their peak, total buffalo numbers in 
Kakadu may have reached 400,000, while it is unlikely that horse numbers were more than 
10,000, and probably much less. 
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2005), animals that were allowed to roam freely in the park but still identified as 

being the property of particular individuals or families. Embedded in these 

meanings lie the causes of disputation between the traditional owners and the 

park service, culminating in a major rupture, the subject of this chapter. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the early 1970s, because of escalating environmental damage and because 

the fledgling meat industry was not having much impact on overall numbers, the 

NT Administration‟s wildlife officers started shooting thousands of buffaloes. It 

seemed a sensible program for the park service to continue, although now the  

 

 
Figure 7.1: The effects of large numbers of buffaloes. Here a lone bull buffalo 

emerges from a wallow on seasonally inundated floodplain, October 1971, at the 
height of the hot dry season. Surrounding the wallow are denuded and cracking 
clay soils that typically support swards of sedges and rushes in the absence of 
large numbers of buffaloes. (Photo: the author). 
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plans were being discussed with traditional owners. The first management plan 

supplemented the original environment protection grounds with added 

justification for the slaughter on the basis of eradicating the infectious diseases, 

brucellosis and tuberculosis (ANPWS 1980b:150-151). At the outset of the 

discussions with them traditional owners made it clear that they supported 

reduction of the feral herd, but not elimination of all animals. Buffalo was a staple 

in their diet, and they worried that they would be disadvantaged if the reduction 

program went too far, was too successful. 

 

Shooting the pets 

In early November 1989, under the guidance of the park‟s specialist biologist, 

rangers were a few weeks into a renewed attack on feral buffaloes. The park‟s 

reduction program of the previous decade had been reasonably successful. 

There were now far fewer animals about and significant improvements could be 

 
Figure 7.2: The effects of large numbers of buffaloes. Mixed eucalypt and 
paperbark woodland, showing denuded and eroded soils, August 1971. (Photo: the 
author). 
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seen in the abundance and cover of native plants, with soil erosion considerably 

reduced. The program had received a major fillip with the introduction of the 

Brucellosis and Tuberculosis Eradication Campaign (BTEC) in 1984. The BTEC‟s 

objective was to put the Australian state in a position where it could declare the 

whole country free of these bovine diseases and thereby confirm its favoured 

position as a beef exporter to the United States. One former ranger, Kevin2, 

crystallised how the BTEC program had injected life into a program that many 

white rangers had viewed as progressing too slowly: 

… the BTEC thing was a real environmental godsend for Kakadu. It was really the only 
thing that was going to save Kakadu from total destruction by water buffalo and so forth, 
because Aboriginal people were not keen on getting rid of buffalo, would not condone 
national park personnel eradicating them, as such. The only thing that was ever going to 
bring about the reduction in …on a broad scale, of destructive influences like cattle and 
buffalo and horses was a government order saying „you will get rid of them‟, so that‟s 
where the BTEC thing came into its own and so as far as we were concerned, as 
environmental managers, it was a godsend, because we could actually …see the 
destruction decline through the eradication of these animals, and along with that was of 
course pigs and horses and so forth…

3
 

 

Late in the 1980s animals were scattered and it was becoming increasingly 

difficult to find targets in the central parts of the park being considered here.4  

 

In the early morning of Tuesday 7 November 1989 two helicopters took off from 

the ranger station at Jim Jim, in the central part of the park. It was a routine 

exercise, with no special instructions or caveats aside from standing protocols 

designed to protect human safety – keeping well clear of houses or other areas 

where people were likely to be and that sort of thing. As usual, joining the pilots 

aboard each aircraft were two park staff, one a well-trained and accredited 

                                            
2
 This chapter presented more than the usual difficulties in deciding whether actual names or 

pseudonyms should be used. Ultimately I decided on the latter, except in the few cases where a 
pseudonym would be misleading or where the identity of the person is widely known. In other 
chapters I have sometimes changed genders and locations to provide greater anonymity for the 
living people. It is not possible to do that here. The substance of this chapter is well known to 
insiders, and since the incident on which this is based received media coverage at the time, to 
some outsiders as well. Hence it will not be difficult for such people to identify many of the actors. 
Nevertheless, I have used pseudonyms so that readers will focus on the issues (rather than the 
frailties and strengths of particular individuals). 
3
 Interview T21 – 13 January 2006 – emphasis his. 

4
 According to the estimates of Petty et al. (2007b:448), by 1989 buffalo densities were less than 

0.5 animals per square kilometre in the central parts (which included the area being considered 
here), only a fraction of Ridpath‟s 1981 Kapalga counts.   
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marksman and the other a navigator. On this day both marksmen were 

Aboriginal – one the senior traditional owner of the area, Joe, and the other a 

ranger who had been in the park for about four years. It was supposed to be one 

of the final „cleaning up‟ exercises in this part of the park. The two helicopters 

initially headed for the general area around the junction of the park‟s major river, 

the South Alligator, and one of its important tributaries, Jim Jim Creek (see 

Figure 7.3). The vegetation around there is a mosaic of more or less permanent 

fresh water-bodies, seasonally inundated open floodplains and paperbark 

forests, and low eucalypt woodlands. It is ideal habitat for all animals as they take 

advantage of the variability of food sources, shade and shelter (Petty et al. 

2007b:447). It is especially ideal for introduced buffalo and pigs, and to a lesser 

extent, horses and cattle, as evidenced about twenty years earlier by some of the 

highest buffalo densities in the whole region. By the nature of the mosaic it is 

also very difficult for navigators of low-flying helicopters to know exactly where 

they are, quite different from the „view from space‟ depicted in Figure 7.3, and for 

this reason alone (it could be retrospectively argued) they needed to take 

exceptional care about where they were allowing shooting. Traditional owners 

use this area frequently for hunting and fishing, and a small number of their pet 

horses and buffaloes utilise the area as well.  

 

Both parties started shooting just east of Yellow Water, one of the few easily 

identified geographic markers in the area.5 Normally the helicopters would be 

operating a few hundred metres apart, within sight of each other, but as the 

shooting began they separated for a few minutes. The animals were so few and 

so scattered that the shooters had to depart from planned routes as they 

searched for their feral buffalo and cattle targets. After a few minutes more, Joe 

told the group in the other chopper, over the radio, they were too close to Yellow 

Water and surrounding water-bodies, and should move away. Both groups 

moved further east, then south, and drifted south-west towards a small hill called 

Spring Peak, shooting the odd animals they encountered as they went. In this  

                                            
5
 Interview N13 – 28 November 2006. 
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South Alligator Wetlands

Yellow Water

Buffalo about here

Jim Jim Ranger 

Station

Horses about there 

Jim Jim Creek 

Kakadu Hwy – linking Jabiru and Pine Creek

       Approx scale:  I_____I 
         2 km 

Figure 7.3: The general area of the shooting operation on 7 November, 1989, 

surrounding the confluence of Jim Jim Creek and the South Alligator River, and 
showing the complex of wetlands and surrounding woodland. The locations of where 
the claimed pets were shot are contested and indicated as approximate only.  (Map: 
Google Imagery, 2009 and UNEP/WCMC/IUCN). 
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location the marksman in the other helicopter saw a large group of horses and 

opened fire, killing some of them before, again, Joe intervened with the 

instruction: „No, don‟t do them‟. The words were spoken without animosity or 

panic, yet they sent a clear message to back off and shooting ceased for the day. 

It was in this way, casually, and in the course of a programmed day‟s work, that a 

number of horses and buffalo claimed as pets by members of Joe‟s extended 

family had been killed. 

 

Epistemology 

Let me depart from my narrative briefly here, to consider the limits of my 

information sources for this chapter. Until I left the NT in 1985 I had been 

intimately involved in many aspects of the buffalo removal: discussions with 

traditional owners; the whole-of-government decision leading to BTEC; 

negotiations with the NT Government veterinarians who had major responsibility 

for the program; and public feelings about the removal of an animal of iconic 

status in the NT, not just those of traditional owners. When I returned as park 

manager in 2002, I was briefed on a major research program underway, 

designed to ascertain traditional owners‟ perspectives on feral animals, and how 

future policy should be devised (KNP&PA 1998). That program continued until 

2006, when I was asked to help with a final report (Field et al. 2006). It 

recommended a series of protocols to be used for feral animal management in 

the park, ultimately incorporated into the current park management plan 

(KNP&DNP 2007:79-84). 

 

It is, in itself, revealing that while I was again park manager nobody made me 

specifically aware of this shooting incident and its aftermath, despite the store 

placed on feral animal management in the park. There was general briefing on 

traditional owners‟ feelings about removal of feral animals, and for the need to 

discuss the details of each separate shooting operation with them, but this 

incident was never mentioned. It is possible that I did not show any curiosity, and 

also possible that the officers discussing programs with me assumed that I 
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already knew why the issue of shooting was so sensitive. When I discussed it 

with interviewees as part of this project most indicated that they thought I already 

knew, and were surprised that I did not. I might posit another possibility here – 

that it is actually a dark secret of the kind that only comes up in the nostalgic 

confessions of white rangers. For this group view it very differently from their 

Aboriginal counterparts. Several white rangers spoke about it at length during 

interviews, with no specific prompting from me, and others were really happy to 

engage the subject once I knew about it and raised it later in my research 

program. By contrast it was difficult to get much information from traditional 

owners. Some of them, including Joe, have now died. But most of the others I 

approached seemed to be embarrassed, and were reticent to talk. One man 

spoke about it briefly – but mainly about the subsequent actions of the park 

service. Fortunately, the Northern Territory News reported the affected family‟s 

views a few days after the incident, and so much of what I was told by white 

rangers, including traditional owners‟ reactions, is corroborated by a 

contemporaneous account. It is also noted in Hill and Press‟s 1994 paper on joint 

management (1994b:150).  

 

Reticence on the part of potential Aboriginal informants, in contrast to the white 

rangers‟ readiness to speak about it, reveals not just asymmetries in how I have 

come to know what I know, but also how each group knows what they know 

about violence and anger. For Aborigines aggression and violence is fairly 

commonplace, as anthropologists who have taken this issue seriously attest (see 

e.g. Burbank 1985; 1994a; 1994b; Collmann 1988; Cowlishaw 1988; 2004; 

Myers 1988a; Sansom 1980). I witnessed it while I lived at Maningrida in the 

1970s and, to a lesser extent, in my two periods at Kakadu. Most white rangers 

have encountered it as well, but as I will demonstrate later in this chapter it is for 

them an uncomfortable and noteworthy thing, remaining embedded in their 

memories. Whilst Aboriginal victims of violence appear to dread it every bit as 

much as their white counterparts, I suggest that Aboriginal people both genuinely 
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forget it much more quickly and also deliberately erase it from social memory so 

as to restore peace and harmony in dense collectivities.  

 

Reprisals 

Oblivious of the resentment and anger that was building among affected family 

members, the shooters continued the program in the vicinity of Jim Jim on the 

following day, Wednesday 8 November. I know well the helicopter‟s drone, 

waxing and waning as it does while an operation is in progress, and how it 

causes speculation among those who are not privy to the details of what is being 

done. Let me posit that this drone agitated the pet-owners as they checked and 

re-checked the damage that had been done on the previous day. Let us also 

imagine that as they counted the dead horses near Spring Peak and viewed the 

baby buffalo near Jim Jim, which we know from contemporary news reports they 

did, their anger fulminated. Unable to bear their frustration any longer, a group of 

six or seven adults accompanied by a number of their children initiated the first of 

a series of sustained retaliatory moves just before dark that Wednesday. The 

group included Trevor6, a white man married to one of the traditional owners, and 

Joe. Cross with Joe for not stopping the shooting (and possibly enjoying the 

opportunity to punish him for the way he had become inveigled into the park 

service and his prestigious role within it) the others demanded that he 

accompany them on this initial foray to seek justice. It is also likely that Joe 

decided he needed to be there to support his angry siblings and other family 

members. He might have refused, as he often did when rows were afoot, but in 

the event he came along and played a role in keeping this confrontation from 

getting worse than it did. 

 

Around evening district centres are normally quiet. The last of the stragglers at 

the office have gone home and people are preparing meals, maybe drinking tea 

or beer in the slightly cooler conditions after yet another torrid day. It was like this 

                                            
6
 Trevor had been involved with the family for many years. In my many encounters I always found 

him to be friendly, mild mannered and hard working, but he did have a reputation of being 
occasionally bad tempered. 
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at Jim Jim that Wednesday evening when the sound of approaching vehicles 

broke the clammy peace. Three vehicles pulled up at the navigator‟s house in the 

Jim Jim Ranger Station compound, which he shared with his partner. Heart 

pounding, the ranger came outside to meet this posse, leaving his anxious 

partner inside. Some of the visitors got out of the vehicles; some sat there, 

glowering. No one can remember who started talking, but within seconds it was 

no longer talking, but shouting and, as if to underscore the seriousness of the 

Aborigines‟ intent, their firearms came out, at least one shotgun and one rifle, 

which started to be waved around menacingly towards the navigator. In these 

heated moments the shotgun was actually aimed at the navigator as he spoke 

with the visitors. It was clear to the ranger that some members of the group were 

much more hostile than others. Trevor, the white man, appeared to be 

particularly affronted by the shootings, shouting and pointing, making 

aggressively clear his support for the family into which he had married. Several of 

the traditional owners joined Joe in defusing the situation, pushing the pointed 

shotgun out of the way or asking the noisy ones to be quieter, for instance. The 

ranger‟s impression was that most of them wanted only to deliver a strong 

warning, and leave once this was done, particularly after it seemed that the 

shooting had been a mistake for which the ranger apologised, claiming he had 

been „the meat in the sandwich‟.7 Others were more enraged and took 

considerable persuasion to leave. As it was, the confrontation lasted about 

twenty minutes before the visitors drove away. Fearful of further repercussions, 

the ranger and his now terrified partner, who had remained inside for the whole 

episode, packed some belongings and headed to the security of friends in Jabiru, 

at least forty kilometres further away from potential harm. 

 

The ranger had already reported the shooting to senior officers at the park 

headquarters in Jabiru earlier on Wednesday morning, but the park headquarters 

was about to receive other, more hostile, reports on Thursday and Friday as 

deputations of the affected family arrived to complain about the loss of their pets, 

                                            
7
 Interview N13 – 28 November 2006. 



218 
 

demanding compensation and a formal apology from the park service. They also 

demanded an official visit from Professor Ovington or one of the others from 

Canberra. The traditional owners‟ anger rattled the officers at headquarters. At 

the time, the park service was in the throes of considerable change in its 

management. At the most senior levels, relations with the Minister‟s office had 

been precarious for some time and it was only weeks later that Professor 

Ovington started pre-retirement leave.8 Around the park, other staff were on the 

move to more senior positions, producing a cascading effect down the park 

hierarchy as several officers moved up temporarily to higher levels.  

 

So acting senior staff, confronted by two groups of upset people, announced that 

they would undertake an inquiry, bureaucratic code for „we need some time to 

think about this‟. That answer satisfied few of the participants and grievances 

built up quickly on both sides. For their part, the shooter and navigator wanted 

assurances that they would be supported and protected, but senior officers 

dissuaded them from reporting the issue to the Jabiru police, notwithstanding an 

apparent case of assault. And the traditional owners wanted serious action. One 

of the senior officers was dispatched to Jim Jim to meet the complaining 

traditional owners, but his apologies only provoked yet more aggressive 

remonstration. One of the upset women repeatedly jabbed a forefinger in his 

chest, interrupting his apologies and explanations with an abusive tirade.9  

Perhaps he was regarded as too familiar, not senior enough to mediate this 

important task. News of the incident and the growing repercussions spread 

through the park staff within hours. Fed on gossip and speculation, staff divided 

into factions. The fracture lines were more complicated than simple cleavage 

based on support for traditional owners, or support for rangers who had 

apparently just made a mistake while doing their jobs. Allegiances formed and re-

                                            
8
 Indication of such tensions is evident in the 1988-89 Annual Report (ANPWS 1989:82-106). In 

November 1988 the Minister, Senator Richardson, had taken the unusual step of writing a formal 
instruction to the Director about an Aboriginal housing issue at Uluru-Kata Tjuta National Park. 
The report, as required by the Act at the time, copied all twenty-four pages of politely worded, but 
far from cordial, correspondence about the issue.  
9
 Interview T24 – 17 March 2006. 
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formed around issues like who, specifically, authorised the shooting of horses; 

what was the exact nature of the protocols; and where, precisely, were the 

animals when they were shot?  

 

As the issue festered throughout the park over the weekend, the aggrieved 

traditional owners took further action. In a move deeply embarrassing for a park 

service that had made its reputation on its good relationships with Aboriginal 

people, they called the Northern Territory News. A reporter was sent to the scene 

on Sunday 12th and the paper devoted a significant section of its opening two 

pages to the issue on the following day, under the major headline PETS ‘SHOT 

IN BTEC ERROR’: 

Claims that 14 family pets were slaughtered last week during BTEC shooting at Kakadu 
National Park will be investigated by the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service. 
 
The pets, 12 horses and two baby buffalo, were found dead by their owners after 
sharpshooters in a helicopter had flown over their properties.  
 
The killings have outraged a family of … traditional Aboriginal land owners who owned 
the pets. 
 
“We all just sat around and cried”, [one traditional owner] said…

10
 

 

The report continued with outlines of the cruel way in which both the buffalo and 

horses died, and accusations of careless shooting by the park service. It 

asserted that the family had not been contacted by the park service, and that 

they would be seeking legal advice about obtaining compensation. The article 

concluded with the acting park manager saying that the incident was a 

regrettable mistake and, because not all the facts were available, there would be 

an internal investigation. He also pointed out the difficulties in distinguishing pets 

and feral animals from the air. 

 

There were no further press reports and the issue disappeared from the public 

domain. Yet inside the park it continued to fester and, far from dying down, 

traditional owners‟ action escalated. A few days later, mimicking a scene from 

Francis Ford Coppola‟s 1972 film, The Godfather, a now-thoroughly-rotting and 

                                            
10

 Northern Territory News, Monday 13 November 1989, pp1-2.  
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flyblown head from one of the dead horses was severed and dumped on the 

doorstep of the ranger navigator‟s house. Although by then the two rangers had 

gone to stay in Jabiru, there was no doubt as to whom the insult was directed:  

Those two rangers were …terrified. They were pretty terrified of physical damage…and 
they were friends and relatives. One of them was Aboriginal, one of the guys…well the 
guy that pulled the trigger was Aboriginal. So he ended up out of it … so they were 
scared shitless...

11
 

 

The severed head added a more dramatic tone to park gossip, especially among 

the white rangers, and it accelerated action to transfer the shooter and the 

navigator out of the park. Their belongings collected for them by friends, they 

never went back to Jim Jim. One of them resigned not long after being so 

unceremoniously shunted out of the park, and the other spent some years being 

moved from one location to another in Australia and its external territories. For 

several weeks afterwards some traditional owners and extended family members 

patrolled around the residential area of the Jim Jim Ranger Station. While, of 

course, they were entitled to be there their presence was unusual, especially as 

they made obvious the firearms they were carrying, unconcealed in contravention 

of Australian firearm laws and park protocols.  

 

Redressing the anger 

If there was an investigation into the incident, as had been promised by the 

park‟s senior managers, its results were never made known to more than a few 

people. Many of my interlocutors believed the undertaking was just a throwaway 

line to parry an embarrassing press inquiry, and there was never any more than 

the most cursory investigation. And the service was indeed embarrassed. Not 

only had it to deal with internal hostilities, but its cherished record of being a 

better joint management partner that its NT park service counterpart had been 

exposed as fragile. The most widely held view is at least some traditional owners 

were compensated (one figure mentioned was $14,000, $1000 for each of the 

slain animals)12, but that view is not unanimous. Many other details about the 

                                            
11

 Interview T21 – 13 January 2006. 
12

 Interview N25 – 20 March 2006. 
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incident are still contested. Was the shooting of horses authorised by senior staff, 

or was it just the idea of a few people?  Horses had been shot elsewhere in the 

park, and so would this not prove that horses were officially sanctioned targets? 

No, said others, the rangers acted alone in the belief that they were doing what 

was required in the name of good conservation management.13 Were the rangers 

transferred because they were in physical danger or was this action taken to 

appease the traditional owners, as if to say „we take you seriously, and any staff 

who do the wrong thing will be shifted out of the park‟? There was certainly no 

consensus as to which was the „true‟ reason, and one might speculate that a mix 

of motivations was possible.  

 

It is possible, although far from certain, that official records could clarify some of 

this speculation. In 2006 I asked for access to them for this period but it was 

denied. I phoned the responsible officer in the Darwin office, because I believed 

that most records on this issue would be housed there, but was politely, if 

unhelpfully, referred to the park headquarters, on the basis that my research 

permit was being administered from there. When I approached the responsible 

officer at Kakadu I was crossly informed that since my research permit had been 

issued under sufferance, he was annoyed that I had even asked for this 

additional access. If I wanted the information I would need to make application 

through the normal freedom of information laws, he said. I decided against that 

course of action because it is lengthy and expensive and, in any event, my main 

interest is not the fine detail of what actually happened, so much as in a different 

social fact – that speculation and rumour have richly fed one of the important 

„secret‟ discourses amongst the white rangers.  

 

Whatever the intent at the time, the removal of the offenders did not seem to 

satisfy the traditional owners concerned, for they continued to remonstrate 

against the incident for months afterwards. This fact may appear to contradict my 

                                            
13

 Interviews: T15 – 12 June 2005; T21 – 13 January 2006; T24 – 17 March 2006; N25 – 20 
March 2006; N13 – 28 November 2006; Email E28 – 15 March 2006.  
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earlier observation about Aboriginal „forgetting‟ incidents of violence, but it seems 

clear in this instance that the traditional owners wanted to maintain their 

opposition in these months. Their menacing patrols around the Jim Jim Ranger 

Station were amplified by such other sanctions as pointed refusal to talk to 

certain white rangers and weeks of unexplained absences from work by those 

employed as rangers. Those involved knew that such prolonged absences 

without any form of contact or explanation broke public service rules, yet there 

was no attempt to enforce those rules. The authority of the park service, and the 

esteem in which it had been held, were now threatened. The service was in a 

bind. If it enforced its authority, if it took any action it was entitled to take under 

the conditions of the lease, it may well have placed joint management under 

further pressure, as well as facing further damaging cover from the Darwin 

newspaper not known for its sympathies to the park service.   

 

Knowing only a little of the troubles down in the Canberra head office, traditional 

owners resented the fact that Canberra stayed away, seemingly remote and 

uncaring. Yet many of the white rangers, especially those based at Jim Jim, tell 

me those months were the worst of their working life in Kakadu. Most Jim Jim 

District staff had not been directly involved in the incident. They had been made 

to feel responsible by some traditional owners, on the strength of their 

association with their friends in the helicopter. Simultaneously, they had to 

endure the ambiguities of silence emanating from two directions, the traditional 

owners and Canberra. Not knowing what was going on or knowing what to do, 

senior officers at park headquarters and Darwin stayed away as well. As one 

former ranger put it: 

And what was also interesting was that he [the ranger navigator] was actually friends with 
the people concerned [the offended traditional owners] …so cross cultural friendship is 
really only there as long as it‟s going to be abiding by what the traditional owners‟ wishes 
are, and if it‟s not then you pay the full price. There won‟t be any compromise. It makes 
you a little bit more wary and I think we always were, after that. Because you know …you 
can still work in that situation, but you‟re much warier about what you do, and what you 
say. And [there is] also the fact that you could lose your job. If you‟ve got a family…he 
[actually both rangers] had to go in 48 hours…so you think „well, crumbs, you don‟t want 
to end up in the Coral Sea‟, which is where he went. That used to be our standard joke – 
don‟t do that; you‟ll end up in the Coral Sea… 
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Threatening innuendo was a lot of things too. I‟d have people say to me „ if you‟re going 
to do that we‟re going to get you. We‟ll get you somehow, you know. Now what does that 
mean? Does that mean they get my kids at school? Does that mean they come around 
and burn my house down? What does that mean? You had to think about those sorts of 
things so you had to play… well, you had to box exceeding clever...

14
 

 

And another: 

…even though they [the rangers involved] had a legitimate defence about what they did, 
nothing could save them, and they were both evicted from the park, almost immediately. 
And that was a very salient lesson for the rest of us, who were there. We thought „oh my 
God, you know any of us, any time, can be kicked out of Kakadu, if we either do the 
wrong thing or are perceived to do the wrong thing.‟ And that sent a bit of a shock wave 
through all the staff at the time…to think that no one can save you, if you upset a 
traditional owner. 
 
I mean the political nous that you have to have to be a ranger in Kakadu is quite 
extraordinary. You are constantly walking on eggshells …you often don‟t know when 
you‟re in a minefield until you are in it. Allegiances and loyalties out there chop and 
change almost on a weekly basis. You need a sophisticated computer program, updated 
daily, to keep abreast of who is on good terms with whom, and who hates who today, and 
that‟s how you can figure your consultation and your works plans, around who hates who 
…

15
 

 

 

The incident not only made significant changes to the park‟s part in the BTEC 

Program but also surfaced fractures along vulnerable seams in relationships 

between traditional owners and white rangers, between traditional owners and 

senior echelons of the park service, between some of the traditional owners 

themselves, and finally between district staff and the senior echelons. These 

were all important relationships on which effective park operations depended. 

The friendships and informal contacts that are an important part of the social 

functioning of most workplaces take on a more than usual social importance in 

the out-of-hours life in isolated places like national parks. The wariness that set in 

among district staff at Jim Jim echoed around the park, driving their separate 

discourse into greater levels of secrecy.16 It is hard to tell if the relationships 

surrounding the common discourse ever returned to the way they were before 

November 1989, but it seems doubtful. There were some individuals who 

maintained close contacts across the racial and cultural divide, but in the opinion 
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 Interview T21 – 13 January 2006 – emphasis his. 
15

 Interview T15 – 12 June 2005. 
16

 Interviews: T15 – 12 June 2005; T21 – 13 January 2006; Email E28 – 15 March 2006. 
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of most white rangers these months marked a significant shift in how both groups 

interacted. 

 

How the crisis resolves…and does not resolve 

My earlier discussion about why protest among Aboriginal rangers being passed 

over for promotion did not escalate (Chapter 4) introduced Turner‟s four-phase 

„processional form‟ of crisis (1974:37-45; 1996:91-92). His analytic is useful here 

also: the first phase, which he describes as a breach of „regular norm-governed 

social relations‟ (1974:39), being the shootings themselves, and „the norm-

governed social relations‟ being the generally cooperative spirit discussed by 

many writers ( e.g. Hill 1983:166-167; Hill & Press 1994b:147-148; Press & 

Lawrence 1995:9,14; Weaver 1991:320). Turner constitutes the second phase as 

a period: 

…during which, unless the conflict can be sealed off quickly within a limited area of social 
interaction, there is a tendency for the breach to widen and extend until it becomes co-
extensive with some dominant cleavage in the widest set of relevant social relations to 
which the conflicting parties belong…(1996:91). 
 

Manifested first in the angry confrontation outside the senior ranger‟s house, this 

second phase of the crisis escalated into a multi-pronged attack on the park 

service by the traditional owners. 

 

Judged retrospectively, the second phase could have been relatively brief, 

confined to the confrontation with the navigator, and perhaps one or two other 

actions such as the demands made at park headquarters. Yet although it was, as 

Turner notes for this second phase, a moment when „a true state of affairs is 

revealed, when it is least easy to don masks or pretend that there is nothing 

rotten in the village‟ (1974:39), the action by the park service leadership did not 

deal with the conflict quickly. Instead it was deemed insufficient and inappropriate 

by traditional owners and white rangers in the field. One traditional owner tells 

me now that all they wanted was a concerted and sincere apology, and it was 

difficult for them, back then or now, to understand that Canberra itself was so 

absorbed in dealing with other problems that it could not send somebody senior. 
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Thus the second and third phases, widening of the breach and redressive action 

respectively, ramped up against each other. The white senior staff members 

were thinking that they were in the third phase but this view was not accepted by 

the traditional owners and white rangers. Feeling snubbed, traditional owners 

carried on with second phase action, the menacing patrols, refusals to talk and 

so on, punishing local white rangers but not reaching those whom they thought 

should be taking action. 

 

Turner notes that the fourth, and final, processional phase of the drama „consists 

either in the reintegration of the disturbed social group or in social recognition of 

irreparable breach between the contesting parties‟ (1996:92). At the distance of 

nearly two decades I am not sure which of these alternatives actually came into 

being, or whether it is possible to dichotomise this in the way Turner suggests. In 

some ways the groups did reintegrate. The need to maintain simulations of 

jointness, and the unwillingness or inability of the state to retreat from Aboriginal 

lands, required a pragmatic solution. The retaliatory moves ceased, traditional 

owners drifted back to work, and consultation gradually resumed. Yet in many 

other ways relationships were now inextricably changed, especially at district 

level. They were now „walking on eggshells‟. In this sense the position was more 

like that of the „irreparable breach‟: 

…the scope and range of the field will have altered; the number of its parts will be 
different; and their magnitude will be different. More importantly the nature and intensity 
of the relations between the parts, and the structure of the total field, will have changed. 
Oppositions may be found to have become alliances, and vice versa. Asymmetric 
relations may have become egalitarian ones. High status will have become low status 
and vice versa. New power will have been channelled into old and new authority and 
former authority defenestrated. Closeness will have become distance, and vice 
versa…(Turner 1974:42). 
 

 

Judgement about whether „reintegration of the disturbed social group‟ had 

occurred or whether there was „social recognition of irreparable breach between 

the contesting parties‟ (1996:92) is also contingent on where informants were 

placed in the park hierarchy. As far as the white rangers in the field were 

concerned, reintegration never occurred. A permanent rift was socially 
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recognised. Yet as one moves up through the hierarchy to senior levels and 

away from the action, a quite different sense of the play emerges. Those senior 

people who can even remember the incident are surprised that it has gained 

such long-term traction in the discourse of the workers. The „problem‟ had been 

„fixed‟ with the removal of the offending staff, and after a few weeks the 

traditional owners had settled down. To the extent that they thought about the 

issue at all, the view among the senior ranks of the park service was that 

reintegration had come with the elapse of time. This view is contradicted by 

Turner‟s schema which requires some form of active intervention for reintegration 

to occur, an explicit and appropriately pitched gesture such as a ceremony 

(1974:41-42). Time alone is not enough to achieve reconciliation. 

 

Turner‟s theoretical positioning was initially based on his extensive observations 

of African village life in colonial Northern Rhodesia, now Zambia, in the 1930s. 

He modestly notes that he had no initial claims to its universality, but later saw 

enough evidence elsewhere to apply his model more widely: 

When the interests and attitudes of groups and individuals stood in obvious opposition, 
social dramas did seem to me to constitute isolable and minutely describable units of 
social process. Not every social drama reached a clear resolution, but enough did so to 
make it possible to state what I then called “processional form” of the drama. I had no 
thought, at that time, of using such a “processional unit,” as I came to call the genus of 
which “social drama” is a species, in cross-societal comparison. I did not think it to be a 
universal type, but subsequent research…has convinced me that social dramas, with 
much the same temporal or processual structure as I detected in the Ndenbu [the African 
tribal group] case, can be isolated for study at all levels of scale and 
complexity…(1974:33 - emphasis mine). 
 

For the most part, Turner‟s four-stage processional form is useful in the analysis 

of this rather unusual and relatively complex drama as it played out years ago in 

Kakadu, but the evidence about whether the result was reconciliation or 

permanent cleavage in the final stage challenges Turner‟s theoretical 

construction. Universal agreement about outcomes may not be possible in such 

a complex field as I am analysing here. After all, I am applying his theoretical 

perspective to a situation that is not only geographically remote from Ndenbu 

village life, but also in the unusual social conditions created where two distinct 

cultural groups are vying for power and recognition in a situation of ongoing 
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mutual dependency. As Renato Rosaldo notes, „…Turner explicitly equates 

culture and society with control mechanisms‟ (1989a:97). Yet the joint 

management situation I am examining could hardly be described as „well formed 

systems regulated by control mechanisms‟ (1989a:94), but more like a loosely 

tied bundle of informal practices, its structures still fluid, as I have argued earlier. 

  

The empirical evidence at Kakadu shows that both truths about the conclusion to 

the dispute are socially held. I am in no doubt about the view among the white 

rangers and traditional owners involved. The social structures of the field were 

permanently changed as the explicit dispute died down over the following 

months. Both groups also believed, and still believe, that the senior people just 

walked away, distracted by the routines of „normal‟ work as well as other issues 

such as the Board of Management and a new director, who started work early in 

1990 ignorant of the depth of feeling that was „out there‟ in the more remote parts 

of the park. The other truth, held broadly among the more senior white officers 

based in the park itself and Darwin and Canberra, is that with appropriate and 

timely measures put in place, the dispute was over quite quickly, a view reflected 

in Hill and Press‟s (1994b) paper mentioned earlier: 

In another incident involving buffalo, during a routine helicopter shoot park staff killed a 
number of pet buffalo, hand-raised by Aboriginal people, close to a living area. The pet 
owners were incensed by both the killings and their proximity to home, and relations 
between some traditional owners and some staff members became seriously strained. 
The incident resulted in transfer of the personnel involved, both in their interest and 
because of concern for long-term relationships in Kakadu…(1994b:150). 
  

Having been in similar senior positions myself, I know how easy it is to adopt the 

problem-solving mode that deals with issues, wills away problems and moves on 

to the next – and so, of all people, I should (and do) empathise with distracted 

officers in such positions. They have to deal with complex questions quickly, 

often without much consultation, and it is commonplace for all of us to filibuster 

and seek cover behind such bureaucratic speak as „we will hold an internal 

inquiry‟.  
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While holding to their own truths, all the actors had at least some appreciation of 

the other truths too. The people in the field, although not understanding much of 

the detail, had some knowledge that there were major changes afoot in 

Canberra, Darwin and the park‟s senior management. For their part, the 

managers also knew that the field people were hurting but did not understand 

why. And while not understanding those issues, they were also reluctant to hold 

an inquiry that would be too detailed or penetrating because that would expose 

yet more problematic issues, and cut further into the edifice of joint management. 

It would, for example, expose the contrasting views about buffalo that had been 

tacitly adumbrated to that time. The term méconnaissance is useful here. Both 

psychoanalyst philosopher Jaques Lacan (e.g. 1977:74,83) and Bourdieu (e.g. 

1977:5-6 and 171-181) use it to demonstrate a sophisticated sense of pretence 

that allows a particular social construction to do its work. As one of Bourdieu‟s 

reviewers, anthropologist Gregory Acciaioli (1981:27-28 and 48), notes, 

méconnaissance  has simple enough translations („refusal to recognise‟, „ignore‟, 

and „disavow‟ in the Collins French-English Dictionary), but both Lacan and 

Bourdieu vest in it the more complex sense: „we do recognise very well what is 

going on here, but it suits us not to know‟.17 The managers, for the one part, and 

the white rangers and traditional owners in the field, for the other, were not 

refusing to recognise, to ignore or to disavow the other‟s situation but rather 

„misrecognised‟18 the other‟s position in the need to justify their own positions. 

This was no disingenuous pretence, but rather a state of mind that both groups 

hoped would create some kind of resolution to a bad situation for them all.  

 

In the end, the truths held by the traditional owners and white rangers prevailed, 

and still prevail, in the social constructions of joint management. The senior white 

                                            
17

 Although Lacan speaks of the creation of a deliberate scotoma, blind spot, to hide the ugliness 
and embarrassment of gazing, and Bourdieu uses the term to elaborate on the social graces that 
surround the exchange of gifts (c.f. Mauss 2002), both are uncovering the duplicities that make 
some social conventions „work‟. These are „the exquisite distillation of the public secret, of 
knowing what not to know‟, as Taussig (1999:182) puts it.  
18

 „Misrecognise‟ is the word that Bourdieu‟s translator, Richard Nice, uses, at the same time 
admitting the problematic nature of his choice of word to describe a difficult concept (Acciaioli 
1981:48). 
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people have, like me, gone on to other positions, abstracted into the realms of 

policy-making, senior management or retirement, playing no further part in the 

park discourses and forgetting a moment of unpleasant disruption. But those „out 

there‟ in the districts cannot remember this fracture merely as some unpleasant 

disruption. Rather, they see it as a liminal space in which the practice of joint 

management, having failed to be repaired by more concerted and deliberative 

official action, changed forever. The consequences lay not just in the discursive 

ferment that followed, but also in the way social interaction took place from that 

time on. It was heady emotional stuff, in which I argue the emotions of anger and 

fear, their expression and interpretation, were important forces. The anger built 

up and was sustained among the traditional owners and their families, only to be 

(mis)interpreted by the white rangers and senior officers. 

 

The anatomy of anger 

When we glance again at the image of that group of disaffected pet owners 

arriving on the doorstep of the ranger navigator, their anger seems clear, 

unequivocal and palpable. The ranger had no need for some specialist to 

interpret the semiotics of other cultures to understand the message. Gun-toting, 

gesticulating and shouting, this aggressive crowd left him in no doubt that they 

meant business. Yet there are several puzzling features that surround this event, 

the analysis of which may throw further light on why, in the end as well as the 

beginning, it all went „wrong‟. Let me now follow the trajectory of the incident 

again: starting with the feelings of the traditional owners as they moved from 

carcass to carcass on those hot and humid November days; going to how and 

why the various white people, objects of their anger, reacted; and finally, how 

misunderstandings and misinterpretations created permanent changes in 

relationships between the groups. 

 

The neurophysiologists can give us one view of how anger erupts. A vivid 

stimulus of some kind produces a sequence of reactions in the limbic brain. The 

brain‟s amygdala, those almond-like receptors at its base where the first stimuli 
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are registered, arouse the adrenal glands which in turn arouse the whole body. In 

a reaction commonly known as „fight or flight‟, the body is propelled into the 

emotions of rage or fear (Goleman 1996:60). Thus aroused, the body is ready for 

action, a state that may last for hours or even days. Psychologist Daniel 

Goleman‟s explanation of how the brain responds to stimulus provides one 

means of knowing how these traditional owners first got furiously angry and how 

their anger was sustained over the following days. His explanation also takes us 

to how anthropologist Michelle Rosaldo (1984) frames emotions: 

Emotions are thoughts somehow “felt” in flushes, pulses, “movements” in our livers, 
minds, hearts, stomachs, skin. They are embodied thoughts, thoughts seeped with 
apprehension that “I am involved.”…(1984:143 - emphasis hers). 
 

Anger is visceral, probably ranking with fear or terror as the most visceral and 

rapidly embodied of all emotions (see also Myers 1988b:593). Yet, as cultural 

historian William Reddy (2001:12-33) notes, whilst emotions like anger and fear 

can be related to facial expressions (c.f. Wierzbicka 1999:213-215), raised heart 

rates, hormone levels and so on, they are much more complex and multi-faceted 

than was thought in the 1970s and 1980s, the period when neurophysiology gave 

us new revelations about the workings of the brain: 

…psychologists have moved away from linear models of cognition toward models 
involving multiple pathways, multiple levels of activation and types of activation, involving 
complex combinations of suppression and enhancement…(Reddy 2001:31).  
 

For one thing, the extent of that surge of irrepressible anger might be explained 

by physiological phenomena, but why was this incident the cause of such intense 

feeling? As Goleman (1996:60) himself notes, anger has to be triggered by 

physical threat or „a symbolic threat to self-esteem or dignity‟. Myers (1988b:592) 

and Rosaldo (1984:143) call this trigger „slight‟. Bourgois (2002) calls it 

„disrespect‟.  

 

Why would the shooting of these animals cause such „slight‟ or „disrespect‟? To 

the people themselves it was perhaps self-evident, but as Robert Solomon 

(1984), a philosopher critiquing anthropological analyses of anger, notes:  

A New Yorker will become infuriated on standing in a queue the length of which would 
make a Muscovite grateful. The same action will inspire outrage in some societies and 
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not others; consider, as examples, failing to shake hands, kissing on the lips, killing a 
dog, not returning a phone call…(1984:240). 
 

Solomon here leads us into a hierarchy of a kind – interests, standpoints and 

perspectives, emotions – that at least partly explains differences in the way 

traditional owners and white rangers have been at odds about various issues 

over the decades of the park‟s life. First of all there were those long-standing and 

deep-seated points of difference about the presence of feral animals in Kakadu.  

Many of the white rangers I interviewed found Aboriginal opposition to total 

eradication of feral animals frustrating, some of them believing that the very 

presence of feral animals in Kakadu threatened its very status as a national park, 

and World Heritage Area.19 As Kevin‟s remarks early in this chapter illustrate, the 

white rangers considered the campaign to eradicate brucellosis and tuberculosis 

(BTEC) „a godsend‟ that circumvented that frustration. From their perspective as 

rangers, there was no room for feral animals, and every one of them should be 

eliminated at every available opportunity. 20 

 

By contrast, traditional owners opposed total eradication. The opposition of 

Aboriginal people generally throughout the NT Top End had been expressed 

clearly for many years, first in submissions to the Aboriginal Land Rights 

Commission (ALRC 1974a:94). They worried about the loss of a preferred staple 

and also commercial opportunities. Later representations to the park service led 

                                            
19

 The rangers were upholding what many of them call a „conservation ethic‟ or „wilderness ethic‟, 
derived out of the mid to late nineteenth century movement in the United States starting with 
George Marsh, Henry David Thoreau and others (Worboys et al. 2005:38) and later John Muir 
and others in the 1880s and 1890s. It was this movement that led, at least in part, to the creation 
of the world‟s first national parks and for national park movement to continue. Many writers (see 
e.g. Cronon 1996) have viewed the conservation ethic as a dialectic engagement with the rapid 
spread of agriculture and industry in that period, and since. 
20

 There is occasional apparent evidence of traditional owner support for total eradication. For 
example, in an interview with journalist Douglas Lockwood in the late 1960s, Yorky Billy Alderson, 
himself an ex-buffalo shooter, remarked: „The Wet is all right for them, but in the Long Dry every 
year, from May to October and sometimes November, they must reckon they‟re in the wrong 
country. I reckon they‟re in the wrong country too. They‟re a damn pest, a menace. When I was a 
boy the Jim Jim was much better country than it is now; cattle won‟t graze with buffs, and they‟ve 
destroyed hundreds of miles of it.‟…(Lockwood 1979:49-50). These comments were made when 
populations of these animals were close to their maximum. At the time environmental damage 
was severe, and Aboriginal people without firearms were often terrorised by these unpredictable 
animals with long, sharp horns and weighing up to a tonne or even more. 
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to acknowledgement of traditional owner wishes in the first management plan 

(ANPWS 1980b:150-151), which undertook to investigate the maintenance of a 

controlled herd that could provide the meat they sought (1980b:314). Through 

the early 1980s, as buffaloes continued to be removed throughout the park, the 

issue of leaving animals in the bush „for hunting‟ was a matter for frequent 

discussion. But back then the matter was not so urgent as it was still possible to 

find „killers‟, animals suitable to be shot and butchered in the bush. Back then 

also, most traditional owners and rangers did not believe that complete 

eradication was even possible and so the discussions of that period took on a 

less urgent, more hypothetical, tone. That stance changed with the introduction 

of the systematic BTEC program in 1984. Now reduction was a serious reality, 

and the traditional owners reluctantly accepted the state decree that pleased 

most of the white rangers like Kevin. 

 

Backed by a formal notice to de-stock from the department administering the 

BTEC program (Australia: Commonwealth Parliament 1988:203), the park 

service increased its efforts to clear out the last of these animals. The traditional 

owners were thus forced to settle for a not-yet-delivered promise of the captive 

herd.21 Yet they never gave up expressing their wishes, informally and formally – 

as their representative body, the Gagadju Association, told a parliamentary 

committee only a year earlier: 

…total eradication of cattle and buffalo from Stage I and Stage II of the Park will not only 
place an economic burden on the local aboriginal population but will deprive them of a 
now traditional fresh food source. Buffalo meat to many Gagadju people is not only a 
cheap readily available beef, but a sought after fresh food preferred by many to cattle 
beef…(Australia: Commonwealth Parliament 1988:205). 
 

We might note here, however, that even their own association was forced to 

make its point in the rational-scientific terms of resource management, a form of 

hegemony discussed in the last chapter (c.f. Palmer 2004b). That their wishes 

were almost always expressed quietly and humbly belied their real wishes and 

                                            
21

 In one of its earliest decisions, the Board of Management approved the setting up of the captive 
herd under the auspices of the main traditional owners‟ representative body, the Gagadju 
Association, soon after this crisis. 
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feelings as they faced the force of a state determined to be rid of feral buffalo and 

cattle – through over-riding policy developed and driven by another department, 

approved by Cabinet, endorsed by a park service with its own reasons for feral 

animal elimination, and white rangers implementing the policy with enthusiasm. 

Whereas some of the white officials and rangers sympathised with the traditional 

owners‟ wishes and most at least paid lip service to them, arguably the very 

enactment of the program constituted a slight, or disrespect. And yet it was a 

slight that the traditional owners had long endured until this moment. What was it, 

then, that actually triggered this violent and sustained outburst that broke the 

apparent state hegemony on this issue? After all, there were other issues, for 

example the way in which the park‟s fire management program was implemented 

(Levitus 2005b) and the question of promotions discussed in Chapter 4. Both 

these were already annoying some groups of traditional owners by 1989. To 

answer the question of „actual trigger‟, the factor that brought about this actual 

expression of anger, let me detour briefly in further exploration of how slight is 

brought into play. 

 

In humans, slight may not necessarily produce the expression of anger at all, or 

even anger itself. As Solomon (1984:242-245) notes, among the Utka Eskimos 

the emotion of anger is „taught out‟ of people from infancy. Similarly, Tahitians 

might „feel‟ anger but do not express it. Rather, like the Philippine Ilongot people 

(Rosaldo 1984) they work through anger and rationalise it away, „forgetting it‟ 

before it becomes expressed. On the other hand, in New York‟s Harlem 

Bourgois‟ (2002) interlocutor, Primo, provides ample evidence of anger as he 

talks freely about being „dissed‟ (disrespected) (see e.g. 2002:123-136 and 143-

147). A poverty-stricken, under-educated Puerto Rican, Primo neither repressed 

nor forgot his anger as he recounted incidents in which he was humiliated by a 

white female boss in a Manhattan office. Yet he did not express his feelings in 

the incidents in which his anger was initially aroused, feeling outclassed by his 

lack of social adroitness in an unfamiliar setting and, as a lowly employee, 

powerless to express the anger he felt right then. Instead he chose Scott‟s (1985) 
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„weapons of the weak‟ mode, pilfering and foot-dragging, to express his anger 

and disgust.  

 

In contrast to the above examples of where anger is either non-existent or its 

expression is suppressed, rationalised, or delayed, Myers (1988b) describes the 

position among the Pintubi people of Central Australia where anger is not only 

expressed but also where its expression is actually condoned (see also Burbank 

1985:31-33). The enactment and social acceptance of anger among the Pintubi 

was, however, always contextualised against other socially understood norms, 

especially what he calls compassion, the requirement for all persons to „look 

after‟ their kin. Thus anger could be freely expressed and even allowed to build 

for a period of days, but it was always dialectically contextualised against a 

sense of responsibility for the welfare of the embodied target of the anger, and 

contained by the actions of third parties. Myers‟ analysis sums up what I have 

seen among other NT Aboriginal groups, suggesting it is „normal‟ for anger, and 

violence, to erupt where some form of offence is taken – although it may be 

deflected to objects, like school windows (Burbank 1985:49) or vehicles (Myers 

1988a), or relatives of the offending subject (Burbank 1985; Merlan 1997:121-

122; Warner 1969:100-101) . 

 

Cowlishaw (2004) discusses how anger leads quickly to violence in a quite 

different setting, the rural New South Wales town of Bourke. Again, anger is 

expressed openly but in situations where it was culturally „understood‟, that is 

among the Aboriginal people themselves. Aside from an account of where an 

Aboriginal woman, claiming to have been underpaid, angrily railed against an 

absent white manager (2004:104), and another in which a white man who, in any 

event, appeared to understand the cultural context of his being bashed up by 

Aboriginal friends, there appears to be little anger overtly expressed by 

Aboriginal people towards whites, even in the notoriously tense social situations 

in Bourke that Cowlishaw describes and analyses. Referring to the latter example 

she notes: „Yet such attacks by Murris [Aborigines] are rare, and there is little in 
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the way of muggings or interracial violence‟ (2004:150). In the two examples 

cited by Cowlishaw, those whites who are most exposed to anger are already in 

some way incorporated into the Aboriginal social system. 22 More or less 

understanding that system, they do not consider violent outbursts especially 

noteworthy, certainly not enough to seek police intervention. In the case where 

the white manager was absent there is no confrontation with the actual person 

being blamed. 

 

That the white manager in Bourke was absent leads me to suggest that 

Cowlshaw‟s claim can be extrapolated to other inter-cultural situations – actual 

violence towards those whites who have not become closely incorporated into 

the Aboriginal social system is, in fact, uncommon (see also Burbank 1985:49). 

One explanation for this is that white people are quick to call for the police 

assistance that is available in most situations. And even where whites might not 

choose this option, Aboriginal people are always wary of the involvement of 

police, a group that has rarely favoured Aborigines in disputes. Another, which 

Lea (2008) discusses in her analysis of delivery of health services in the NT, is 

that white people go to considerable lengths to avoid violence and anger, using 

obsequious protocols to protect themselves from it, especially in remote 

Aboriginal communities: 

…violence needs to be considered as exceptional and out there, not a routine element of 
western life. It must be presented as that which happens, unscheduled  and uninvited, in 
another place, on the periphery and in situations of marginality…Terror has to have both 
a home and a cause – and not just any old causal analysis will do. It must be treatable 
and even preventable, given the right collaborative diagnosis and sensitive approach. By 

                                            
22

 While living in Maningrida between 1975 and 1977, like many of my white colleagues I saw a 
considerable number of angry outbursts, especially by young men. Sometimes these led to police 
intervention but most often they were socially mediated in ways similar to those described for the 
Pintubi by Myers. I was assaulted only once. Driving a Toyota utility back to Maningrida, after 
having left my passengers at an outstation, I was about to cross the Mann River, a fast-flowing 
body of fresh water about fifty kilometres south of the town. One of the young Aboriginal men 
living nearby stopped me and we talked briefly before I got back into the Toyota to make a difficult 
and complicated crossing that involved driving up the river itself for about two hundred metres. 
The undertaking lasted several minutes. By the time I was driving out of the ford I was confronted 
by this same tall, strong man, now very angry, who seized the door and dragged me out. He had 
taken offence at a remark he thought I had made and it took some minutes of fast-talking by me 
to assure him that I had been mis-heard. In the end he nodded, smiled, and sent me on my way, 
dragged but un-hit. On our next encounter he hugged me briefly, as if to embody Myers‟ point that 
anger is dialectically contextualised with compassion. 
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extension, we might ignite the black man‟s anger and have his knife against our throats if 
the right protocols are not observed…(2008:113). 
 

In this passage Lea analyses a workshop for health professionals in which 

potential threats and hazards are being discussed. As the session convenor 

writes bullet points on the whiteboard in response to problems being suggested 

from the participants, there appears to be a real basis for many of them. Yet we 

also see how hyper-imagined terrors (c.f. Taussig 1987; 1997; 1999) focus the  

participants on how Aboriginal anger and violence can be avoided. 

 

The mobilised anger of that hot steamy evening in 1989 came „unscheduled and 

uninvited‟. Fomented by years of under-recognised objection to a grand 

government program, the traditional owners had unpredictably retaliated against 

the airborne violence that had been brought into their very living spaces on the 

previous morning – right under their noses. As they drove their vehicles from one 

carcass to another, all within a few kilometres of their homes, they viewed not 

just buffalo and horse carcasses but symbolic utterances of themselves and their 

ancestors. These were both actual pets, the young buffaloes that embodied care, 

attention and affection, and the immediate descendants of the stock horses that 

had been used in the buffalo shooting days by their fathers. Nowadays 

collectively known as „bush pets‟ (Robinson et al. 2005), they served then, as 

now, as nostalgic symbols: reminders of days they had themselves experienced, 

and of their recent ancestors who for over a century had known the Kakadu land 

as inhabited by what we call feral animals. This violent state action had shredded 

not only memorabilia but also personal histories of which these animals were 

metonymic. Each animal counted led to further inspections, and further discourse 

within the growing group. What could be done? How could their anger be 

demonstrated? And so against any potential fears of police action or other 

reprisals, they assembled in a few cars and drove over to the ranger‟s house, 

replete with guns and hotly-brewed anger. Quite possibly the white man Trevor 

helped in devising a strategy, as white people often do, but the action was 

principally that of this aggrieved Aboriginal people, and whilst Trevor was present 
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for the initial visit to the ranger‟s house I heard no evidence of his involvement in 

the later events.23 

 

Although anthropologists witness incidents of inter-personal violence among 

Aboriginal people themselves, very few riots, affrays, or protests of the kind I am 

discussing here are actually witnessed by social scientists or, for that matter, 

journalists. The best work that can be done is through later interviews during 

which fragments are pieced together and a social truth is constructed „second 

hand‟ (see e.g. Cowlishaw 2004; 2007; Lattas 2007a; Lattas 2007b; Redmond 

2007). Even if we are actually there we cannot capture all that is going on. The 

action is rapid and many-faceted, reminding us that all ethnography is only an 

interpretation of what happened in any event (Geertz 1993; Marcus 1986). In one 

of a series of papers about interracial riots that occurred at, and near, the Sydney 

beach of Cronulla in December 2005, Redmond (2007) discusses the formation 

of group agency, the mobilisation of individuals into a coalition that can 

destabilise the status quo and effect change. He theorises around Bourdieu‟s 

(1977) idea of legitimising group action that is triggered by a private slight: 

Strategies aimed at producing “regular” practices are one category, among others, of 
officializing strategies, the object of which is to transmute “egoistic”, private, particular, 
interests (notions definable only within the relationship between a social unit and the 
encompassing social unit at a higher level) into disinterested, collective, publicly 
avowable, legitimate interests…To possess the capital of authority necessary to impose a 
definition of the situation, especially in the moments of crisis when the collective 
judgement falters, is to be able to mobilize the group by solemnizing, officializing, and 
thus universalizing a private incident…(1977:40 - emphasis his). 
 

The slight of the unwanted shooting was not just against one or two private 

interests, but felt by all those who participated in the visit to the ranger‟s house 

and subsequent actions. Although the incidents conveyed the force of retaliatory 

power, they also conveyed legitimisation of their cause as something beyond 

killing of a few of their pets. There was principle involved – irrespective of the 

                                            
23

 As noted in Chapter 3 many successful Aboriginal protests and other actions are assisted by 
sympathetic white people (see e.g. Altman 2005:127-130; Day 2001:65-68; Hardy 1972). But at 
the same time, the quick move by many whites to see Aboriginal activism as a white orchestration 
itself sustains fantasies of passivity and gullibility where this issue is clearly more fraught. 
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terms of the official lease this was Aboriginal land, and state hegemony over it 

would no longer do.  

 

In defining emotion concepts in her book Emotions across languages and 

cultures, linguist and anthropologist Anna Wierzbicka makes an important 

distinction between „angry with‟ and „angry at‟ (1999:88-89). Being „angry with‟ 

means „I don‟t want this person to do things like this‟, while being „angry at‟ 

means „I don‟t want things like this to happen‟. This distinction helps us to look at 

the whole chain of events between the decision to eradicate feral animals 

through to an unsatisfactory management response to this shooting; helps us 

review the series of confusions that were set up among all the actors; and helps 

us to understand how the initial angry outburst escalated. When the traditional 

owners first went to the ranger‟s house they blamed the navigator and the 

shooter; that is they were angry with them. The ranger‟s apology appears to have 

moderated the traditional owners‟ anger into the mode of „I don‟t want things like 

this to happen‟, and whilst the evidence suggests some continued anger with 

them (the dumping of the horse‟s severed head, for example), there is increasing 

evidence of anger at the park service as a whole as time passes. As the days 

and weeks went by, action was increasingly directed more broadly (as evidenced 

by the deputations to park headquarters, demands for compensation, seeking 

media publicity, the aggressive patrols and withdrawals from cooperation with the 

park service), suggesting „anger at‟ the issue. „The issue‟ also appears to have 

broadened, moving from „I don‟t want things like this (shooting of pets)‟ to „I don‟t 

want you (all of you white people in the park service) to keep taking us for 

granted‟. This is why the absence of the senior officers was so especially galling 

to traditional owners, and why their retributions continued to be (mis) directed at 

white rangers, the people close at hand „beating each other up‟ as my friend 

Steve Szabo – reflecting psychiatrist Franz Fanon‟s (1991:40) words about 

internecine violence in the colonial North Africa of the 1950s – told me before I 

took over as park manager.  
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Conclusion 

The incident surfaced fractures that splintered the relatively cohesive group of 

Kakadu people that had been in place for a decade. The twin discourses of the 

traditional owners and white rangers took on a vigour not seen previously. The 

all-important common discourse atrophied throughout all districts, and especially 

Jim Jim. I have discussed in some detail how the white rangers, as a group, were 

isolated and demoralised. I suggest also that the traditional owners have actually 

been even more disadvantaged by the emotional retreat of the white rangers. As 

discussed in Chapter 4, the joint discourse enriches and sustains those informal 

processes that are the „grease in the cogs‟ of working life. The lack of such 

grease means that the „easy ways‟ of undertaking assignments became 

Herculean tasks. To give one specific example that is central to this chapter, it 

has taken most of the intervening two decades since the incident for the park 

service to recognise formally, through the park management plan (KNP&DNP 

2007), the traditional owners‟ view, expressed frequently but in great frustration, 

that there is a place for feral animals in the park (see e.g. Alderson & Nadji 1997; 

Bradshaw et al. 2007; Robinson et al. 2005).24 The processes for getting to this 

point have been lengthy, ungainly and expensive, but at last there is an 

acceptance by the state that feral animals will be not be removed just because of 

a Western aesthetic borne out of the wilderness movement of the 1850s.  

 

In the interviews for this study there was no issue that created more passion, 

more angst, and more blaming of other individuals for outcomes, than this 

incident – the actual shooting and its aftermath. Given all that has been 

described here, we should hardly be surprised. This issue is of the kind that 

challenges and upsets humans, and one means of overcoming their frustration 

and disappointment over what was lost is to look to the hypothetical: what if this 

or that happened, or what if so-and-so had done this? More pointedly we say „so-

and-so should have done this or that‟. We blame them for what happened. In this 
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 There is accumulating evidence that the viewpoint of Kakadu‟s traditional owners is shared by 
other traditionally oriented Aboriginal people in Australia (see e.g. deKoninck 2005; Smith 2003). 
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chapter I have concurred that outcomes might well have been different if certain 

people had done certain things, or (to depersonalise the argument) certain things 

had happened differently. In arguing that the traditional owners‟ protest was an 

„officializing strategy‟ (Bourdieu 1977:40), I am also suggesting that this incident 

was not just about this incident. If all the outpouring of anger was not about these 

buffaloes and horses it was going to be enacted somewhere else, over some 

other issue. This fits into the broader theme of centrifugality, the subject of the 

next chapter. 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 8: 
 Centrifugality 





Introduction 

When the idea of joint management was conceived during the Aboriginal Land 

Rights Commission in 1973 and early 1974, it was argued that national park 

management and the land management processes of Aboriginal people had 

much in common. In the Ranger Uranium Environmental Inquiry (RUEI 1977a) 

representations of commonness and unifying factors were privileged. Despite 

little evidence of successful formal partnership ventures between people of 

different races and cultures (see Weaver 1991), the voices of the doubters and 

nay-sayers, those who warned about difficulties and incompatibilities between 

the interests of traditional owners and national parks, were pushed into the 

background. The tide of enthusiasm for the common ground generated by the 

RUEI washed over into the early management of Kakadu. Here the early notes of 

caution – sounded by the anthropologists and sociologists of the Social impact of 

uranium mining study group (see e.g. AIAS 1984; Tatz 1982; von Sturmer 1982), 

Sally Weaver (1991) and planners setting up other joint management projects in 

the NT (e.g. Butler & Morgan 1986) – were largely ignored. The optimists, myself 

included, held sway, determined to make this experiment work. 

 

It was also easy to forget that, in recognising the common ground and endorsing 

joint management as a worthy idea, the ALRC itself (1974a:91-93) drew attention 

to differences of view. Mentioning specific issues raised by witnesses – tourism, 

Aboriginal hunting, scientific research, and management of feral animals – the 

Royal Commissioner concluded: 
506. I accept the view that Aboriginal interests have much in common with those of 
conserving the environment. However it would be foolish to ignore the fact that there are 
some areas in which they will come into conflict…(ALRC 1974a:92 - emphasis mine). 
 

In its submission on the first draft management plan in 1980, the Social impact of 

uranium mining study group listed fourteen potential areas of difference (Butler & 

Morgan 1986:2). The list includes items that, as we have seen, became 

problematic: management of feral animals, competition between Aborigines and 

other park users, closure of some areas, and tourism generally. Over time, 
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unimagined issues have emerged; the lack of promotions for Aboriginal staff 

discussed in Chapter 4 being an example.  

 

Whilst the project group’s submission may not have forecast the specific issues 

for conflict with precise accuracy, it exposed the state’s attempts at hegemony. 

As quoted in Chapter 1 and worth repeating here, the submission noted: 
…the plan tends to equate park interests with Aboriginal interests. This assumption is 
unjustified. Unless there is very clear recognition of the areas of overlap and the areas of 
difference in the parks [sic] interests and Aboriginal interests, and these limitations are 
clearly built into management proposals, then one can only predict severe conflicts both 
in the short and in the long term… (quoted in Butler & Morgan 1986:2 - my emphasis). 
 

We may agree with Ortner that ‘hegemony is always more fragile than it appears, 

and never as it … would claim’ (1984:184), but the conflation of interests in that 

first management plan demonstrates one of the many ways through which liberal 

settler states can attempt to capture and assimilate their subaltern subjects – 

colonisation by institutionalised friendship, drawing the subaltern close, 

inveigling. This drawing close has constructed and reconstructed bonds between 

the state’s white actors and traditional owners, but there are limits to what 

friendship and inveigling can do, provoking antagonisms and highlighting the 

boundedness of the two groups (c.f. Merlan 2005). We saw this through the 

outrage depicted in the last chapter, and examine it through other apertures here. 

 

However inadvertently we whites assume the mantle of ‘reluctant imperialists’ 

(c.f. Paine 1977:98), colonisation from within is a continuing structure and not 

isolated to the frontier beginning. As historian Patrick Wolfe (1994) argues, ideas 

of the frontier have an insulating effect: 
The line which the frontier represents is doubly misleading, since it not only constructs a 
hermetic division in space, but also inserts a screen into Australian historical 
consciousness, rendering expropriation a past event rather than a continuing 
structure…(1994:96).1 
 

                                            
1 Wolfe’s argument is in reaction to another historian, Henry Reynolds (e.g. 1981), who gives the 
impression that the complex interactions between Aborigines and whites were bounded by the 
time during which the ‘frontier’ passed through. On the other hand, with Wolfe, Reynolds argues 
strongly that colonisation was a complex process that inveigled Aborigines into colonial activity in 
similar ways to those I write about in the very recent past.  

243 
 



Ordinarily, colonisation implies subjugation of the weak by stronger forces (see 

e.g. Said 1979:5). Many commentators use the male-female metaphor to express 

an equivalence with dominance and submission (see e.g. Marcus 1988; 

Plumwood 2003; Said 1979:6). Wolfe points out that such an equivalence has 

very old roots: ‘In Judaeo-Christian culture, the theme could hardly run deeper – 

Eve, after all, means both woman and land’ (1994:95). But the gender metaphor 

is not always helpful, as it implies the notion of physical strength, forced 

compliance, rape even. As anthropologist Richard Davis (2005) comprehensively 

argues, the structure and process of colonisation is complex and polyvalent – 

and so whilst we should have no doubt about the fields of power at play, with the 

state and its agents dominating, the ‘weaker’ group is often complicit in 

accepting, even encouraging, the dominant group (c.f. Bhabha 1990:72-77; 

Nandy 1983:ix-xi; Ortner 1995:174-176). 

 

In retrospect I see this as similar to Lester’s (2005) reporting of the relationship 

between the United States and Mexico, as seen through the eyes of a group of 

nuns, the subjects of her study: ‘… modernization is coded as a foreign, 

masculine entity that first sweetly romances and then dominates…the traditional 

female values of Mexican society’ (2005:12). Their compliance encouraged by 

park service officers’ friendship, especially in those innocent early years, 

traditional owners were, indeed, ‘sweetly romanced’. Then, piece by piece, the 

apparatus of the Western state – the public service hierarchy, the computers, the 

methods of modern management and so on – insinuated a position of 

dominance. As one of the former white rangers perceptively notes: 
All of a sudden things grew administratively so we ended up with five clerks in the office 
instead of one or two, and we ended up [where] everybody had a computer, instead of 
not even one per district. So things grew, which meant that the budget had to be 
stretched further and there were lease agreements that had to be paid …running things 
like entry stations. There was all sorts of stuff that had to be done with the same money 
but it all seemed to be bureaucratic. There was less effort being put into the operational 
side, of putting the shovel in the ground… and it all became too bureaucratic and of 
course it got bigger and bigger and bigger, and then they had to contract things out, so 
that entry stations were run by contractors, and then the campgrounds were run by 
contractors, which incurred huge expenses, and they say ‘oh it’s more efficient’. Well 
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hang on a minute. It might be more efficient in some aspects, but certainly less efficient in 
others.2 
 

All these methods and technologies were introduced on a piecemeal basis, with 

the best of intentions – and compliant traditional owners usually accepted them in 

the same spirit. Yet, taken together, they have transformed the physical and 

social conditions under which the joint discourse was established, moving the 

field steadily away from where traditional owners have effective control. 

Colonisation as a continuing overture of seduction and domestication, not rape 

and pillage, is arguably more difficult to resist. We have now seen examples of 

resistance, both violent and subtle, but it took time for traditional owners to wake 

up to what was happening to them and the park. Looking back, many of them 

suggest that the mid to late 1980s were the turning point for them. It was then 

they felt they had lost control. 

 

Mutual disapproval  

By 1989, at which time parts of Stage 3 had already been added to the park and 

the whole enterprise was being funded generously, the number of rangers and 

other officers was increasing to the current sixty or so full-time and ten or so part-

time cohort. Because of the rapidly emerging need for people with park 

management expertise, many of the extra staff recruited in this period were white 

rangers. Attention was also being paid to the need to employ some traditional 

owners of the Stage 3 area, people of Jawoyn identity.3 These changes, 

combined with the others taking place around that time – the deaths and 

retirements, the novelty of the Board itself, and so on – contributed to an already 

heavy workload for senior managers (c.f. Lawrence 2000:277). It diminished their 

capacity to attend to the cherished personal relationships that had been 

                                            
2 Interview T21 – 13 January 2006 – emphasis his. 
3 Jawoyn was one of the languages originally spoken over the park area, covering an area from 
the southern parts of Stage 1, through most of Stage 3 and then south towards Katherine (see 
Merlan 1998:15). As with many other Aboriginal languages, very few people now speak it. Most 
people of Jawoyn identity now speak English, Kriol English, or Bininj Gun-wok, speakers of which 
have, through various migrations, colonised much of the original Jawoyn domain under the 
protection of white patronage.  
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established in the northern parts of the park, and their capacity to incorporate 

Aboriginal ways of knowing, as former white ranger, Simon, notes: 
All along this was meant to be a jointly managed national park, a wonderful environment, 
building on an ongoing knowledge tradition, which was clearly fading fast. There was still 
a lot of cultural knowledge… [but] it wasn’t being incorporated usefully in the 
management of the place, and bringing up of young kids in the strong tradition of that 
knowledge system. It basically became very much the way of the whitefella run park with 
that whitefella type bureaucracy …There was an opportunity here to run this in a way 
where the two knowledge systems [and] actually work together and contribute to each 
other, but I think it has absolutely been dominated by whitefella type of way and we’ve 
lost a big opportunity … 
 
I’d suggest that today and for some years in the past, the last ten years at least, there 
isn’t scope and initiative for Aboriginal mob to set out to do things themselves because 
the structure that’s in place is just so overpowering.4  
 

Among traditional owners themselves there was a feeling of being taken for 

granted, ignored in the rush to implement new strategies and programs, a 

dimension that adds context to the Jim Jim based group’s unmistakable show of 

resistance, and the difficulties experienced by the senior managers in redressing 

their anger.5  

 

That only a few of the Aboriginal rangers are actually traditional owners these 

days is explainable in at least two ways. First, most of the original ranger-

traditional owners have died. Second, the many younger traditional owners 

employed as rangers have resigned, bitter and frustrated by the experience of 

working for, and in, the park ‘system’. Their frustrations arise through what they 

see as white dominion in the range of issues we have already encountered, and 

lack of attention to really understanding the traditional owners’ viewpoint. One 

day, while I was discussing a relatively simple proposal to shoot some cattle with 

one of the more quietly spoken and considerate traditional owners, he said: 

                                            
4 Interview T8 – 8 March 2005 – emphasis his. 
5 For their part Jawoyn people have not been able to establish the same foothold in the park as 
those in the Stage 1 and 2 areas. Not having access to mining royalties, they have struggled to 
obtain funding for housing and the other domestic infrastructure that supports Aboriginal 
residence in the north of the park. Hence, although they are involved in the Board and also as 
rangers in the Stage 3 area, they have never achieved the same intimacy that was established 
between white rangers and traditional owners in the north of the park, and the analysis that 
follows does not apply so strongly to the Jawoyn group. 
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Your mob don’t see it like we do. Look at how the toads have come in. We all know they 
are no use but you can’t do anything about them. But some of them [white rangers] pick 
on our horses because they are easy to shoot. We are never sure who is behind it…6 
 

In a quiet moment of reflection he was giving just one small example of 

difference in thinking about the order of the world, of how both groups prioritise 

interests, standpoints and perspectives (c.f. Burbank 2006; 2009:86-88). As 

former white ranger Simon observed, this goes also to differences in 

epistemology and how Aboriginal people see their ways of knowing being 

ignored, overruled, and thwarted by Western methodology and praxis at nearly 

every turn (c.f. Nadasdy 2003; Palmer 2004b). 

 

There are several ways by which traditional owners’ anger, sadness, and 

frustration are manifested, beyond the relatively spectacular resistance of horse 

head severing and firearm threats. As outlined in Chapter 4, traditional owners’ 

messages are frequently expressed to rangers who are not the subject of 

complaint. Sometimes these indirect asides are passed on, sometimes not. 

Occasionally there is a direct confrontation or even public admonition, as when 

the following dressing-down was broadcast over the park radio in September 

2002, beginning with the voice of a traditional owner: 
The person driving over there [in a specified place], what are you doing?  
 
Ranger: I’m just checking out the smoke…[cut off] 
 
Traditional owner [voice sharp, and raised]: Well, get out of there. I’ve told everyone I 
don’t want anyone in that area. 
 
Ranger [meekly]: Roger [agreement of message heard and obeyed]. 
 

In this instance there was good reason for the traditional owner to admonish the 

white ranger, the instruction was immediately complied with and no further action 

was taken. In other cases, even where there seems to be no justification, a 

complaint by traditional owner is treated with great respect, even anxiety, within 

senior ranks of the park service. 

 

                                            
6 Notes, 8 January 2003.  
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Few white rangers and other decision-makers have escaped the ire of one or 

other of the traditional owners, especially the handful who are well known for 

their intemperate outbursts if they do not get their way. Usually the white person 

backs off immediately, either dropping the issue altogether, working out another 

tactical approach for a later attempt, approaching one of the traditional owner’s 

relatives, or persuading another white person to negotiate the issue. One of the 

former white rangers gives this process the name FOTO, ‘fear of traditional 

owners’: 
It’s an interesting psychological condition. You can get it from a very straight talking 
person, from highly professional, from any walk of life, who arrives in Kakadu and 
suddenly they become timid in talking to Aboriginal people, and why that is, is worthy of a 
psychological study. There’s a whole lot of things happening there. You know, even a bit 
of guilt about the fact that white people have dominated Aboriginals for 200 years in 
Australia, and we don’t want to be yet another person forcing our view on them. It’s partly 
because they have the ultimate say in terms of their land, so you can’t be belligerent. You 
know at the end of the day that they own the land. The fact that parks ultimately will back 
up the traditional owners, you‘ve got to understand that the white bureaucracy at the end 
of the day will always, in my view, always fall in favour of the traditional owner position, 
because they kind of have to, unless it’s really over the top.7 
 

Yet traditional owners themselves do not see their own moves as achieving their 

objectives or alleviating their frustrations much of the time. They see anger and 

violence as exhausting, even in relatively contained situations. If one were to 

judge from the results of that sustained period of anger about the 1989 

shootings, violence is hardly effective. Whilst those particular people were 

successful in stopping the shooting of horses and some buffalo, it took nearly two 

decades for the traditional owners’ wishes to be finally incorporated into official 

policy through the park management plan (KNP&DNP 2007:83-84), and even 

then they have had to compromise on some issues. As one of their number, 

Penny, told me: ‘Chris, the problem is that they just don’t hear what we’re saying 

any more.’8 

 

For their part, white rangers have their own sets of disapprovals and sadnesses 

over traditional owners’ behaviour. First of all, they are occasionally called on to 

                                            
7 Interview T15 – 12 June 2005. 
8 Interview N9 – 20 March 2006. 
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become involved in the resolution of intra-Aboriginal violence, which appears to 

be just as common in Kakadu as in other parts of Aboriginal Australia. Often (but 

by no means exclusively) associated with alcohol consumption and other forms 

of drug abuse, destructive violence has been the subject of increasing discussion 

among concerned commentators in recent years (see e.g. Cowlishaw 2003; 

2004; Etherington 2001; Pearson 2000; Sutton 2001). In the wake of the Kakadu 

Region Social Impact Study (KRSIS 1997a; KRSIS 1997b), significant efforts 

have been made to lower access to alcohol in the park since the late 1990s, but 

white rangers are periodically asked to intervene when violent episodes occur, 

and to participate in various schemes to combat ‘grog running’. This exposes the 

white rangers to situations over which they have little understanding, and for 

which they have had no training. When called on to do so, and sometimes not 

(when the noise levels are excessive, for example), they intervene reluctantly. 

Some are more courageous than others and better at dealing with strife, but 

none of them enjoy the tasks that such interventions bring on – having to 

manhandle strong and incoherent young men, calling for further help, or (most 

usually) reasoning with people who are not in the mood to be reasoned with. 

Their positions are made all the worse if the person creating the trouble is a 

traditional owner with whom they need to negotiate at a later time, as 

occasionally happens. 

 

Much of white ranger disapproval is bound up in comparisons between current 

traditional owners and their now deceased parents. Paul, a ranger who worked in 

the park for more than twenty years, and who was impressed by the old men and 

women, offered the following observations during interview: 
I think that something started to happen in the late 80s and continued right through the 
90s as the senior traditional owners started to die off through old age and other causes. It 
created power vacuums, and to this day you see the effects of that whereby sitting on the 
Board or sitting on various committees are people [lowering voice] –- and I’m certainly not 
denigrating them because there mightn’t be anyone else available –- [resuming normal 
volume] who in fact aren’t traditional owners, who don’t have association with country. 
They might be on the NLC’s LIRs9 but they don’t have the integrity, and I mean that in a 
professional sense, of the people who have gone before. And I think that the infighting, 

                                            
9 Qualified as members of a local descent group, recorded on the Land Interest Register of the 
Northern Land Council. 
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the viciousness, and the political intrigue that has come about as a result of [the deaths 
of] senior traditional owners recognised under both forms of law, have been a major 
factor associated with the demise of Kakadu. 

Chris: So it’s the two things feeding each other, as it were? 

Paul: Well, yeah, they have got to be related in that sense. And once again I’m critical of 
the management of the nineties for sure but they had an exceedingly difficult task in front 
of them where the decision making chain, of the early 80s and the mid to late 80s, and 
the integrity and authority of the senior traditional owners and decision makers, in both 
forms of the law, had started to go, had started to disappear, and the administrators and 
the bureaucrats of the nineties responsible for Kakadu National Park, faced huge 
obstacles because people attempting to fill the power vacuums didn’t have the, if you like, 
the professional integrity of people who had gone before.10 
 

 

Although not apparent from Paul’s narrative itself, it has another important 

characteristic: his ideas are now incorporated into the general discourse of white 

rangers. I have heard the view repeated by much less experienced rangers who 

did not know most of the elders respected by Paul, carrying forward the 

nostalgias of the present into the future, creating a kind of mythology. In praising 

some of the older traditional owners, people who worked in the park in the early 

days, their annoying qualities and foibles are forgotten or elided. More recent 

white ranger arrivals are met with the impression that the ‘old people’ were 

somehow so much ‘better’ than their children and grandchildren. The laudable 

qualities of these old people (wisdom, humility, knowledge of the country, sense 

of fun and playfulness, generosity, and so on) are juxtaposed against the 

‘negative’ qualities in today’s more dubious traditional owners – selfishness, 

sullenness, uncooperativeness, excessive use of ganja (marijuana) and other 

drugs, lack of traditional knowledge and lack of interest in becoming 

knowledgeable, and replacement of Gundjeihmi by Kriol English, to name a few.  

 

‘Loss of culture’ is a matter of widespread concern among the white rangers who 

have worked in the park. Returning to Kakadu on holidays, after some years of 

absence, former ranger James was saddened by what he saw:  
I came away concerned about what’s happening to Aboriginal people in the park, and I’m 
talking about not just traditional owners and senior people. [It] is happening everywhere 
in Australia, not just Kakadu, but disturbed me and concerned me and when I went back 
again in May last year even more. You know, I just felt really sad that you see all the 

                                            
10 Interview T7 – 5 March 2005. 
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young guys hanging around the Jabiru plaza with expensive running shoes and 
expensive American basketball shirts and caps turned around back to front, and ghetto 
blasters, and it’s almost as if they’re duplicating American black culture. And I just felt 
really, really bad at this indication of complete cultural loss between the old people and 
the young kids. I hope I’m wrong, but that was very sad.11 

  

James’ narrative contains, as Paul’s does, messages about changes in structure 

and practice, but it also leads us to consider the mutual critiques of the other – 

maintained in the discourses of white rangers, for the one part, and Aboriginal 

rangers and traditional owners, for the other. Both groups know very well that 

they are under constant surveillance by the other, and that disapproval is being 

cultivated and maintained. They ‘know’ in different ways. White rangers get to 

know about traditional owners’ disapproval of their actions and views through 

those occasional angry outbursts and, more generally, the sullenness with which 

consents for action are given (or not). For their part, Aboriginal people ‘know’ that 

they are regarded as somehow ‘inferior’ to their parents, for example, through 

over-hearing conversations, having (often distorted) accounts of the white ranger 

discourse repeated back to them, and through the way in which white rangers 

and managers react to their comments and requests. Neither party is confronted 

by instances of scrutiny and disapproval on a daily basis, yet they both recognise 

that while they cannot always ‘see’ the watching, they both fall within each 

other’s constant gaze, and know that it is always there. 

 

The proximate gaze 

The sense of difference between white and Aboriginal rangers emerging in the 

Chapter 4 discussion of both groups working separately, but within the view-shed 

of each other, re-emerges in the last section. Here we see further evidence of 

how mutual disapproval is intensified by proximity, the gaze of each other over 

each other being all the more apparent and aggravating. For whereas it can be 

argued that whites are always gazing at Aboriginal people – as tourists, as users 

of the same streets (c.f. Lea 2008:220-221), and, vicariously, through the press – 

I argue that such gazing has nothing of the same intensity as the gaze of those 

                                            
11 Interview T2 – 8 January 2005. 
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close up and relevant, for here there is no escape from knowing about it. There is 

no escape, either, from its underscoring the stark differences between working 

together and working separately, and the stark differences between the common 

discourse and those of each group.  

 

Let me amplify the various effects of how gazing works in these two contexts in 

Kakadu. Gazing can achieve harsh and aggravating effects, as we have already 

seen, and as philosopher John-Paul Sartre and psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan 

(c.f. Macey 2000:154-155; Payne 1996:217) attest. But it does not always take 

on that mantle. It can also symbolise affection and assume a range of other 

benevolent forms, as anthropologist Ute Eickelkamp (2003) observes: 
Looking and being looked at are the fundamental experiences of communication. The 
mutual gaze creates at once the distance and the bond necessary for any exchange to 
occur, opening up the field of meaningful representation, or symbols. Looks can hurt, 
console, protect, threaten, appease, embarrass and much more. The emotional plasticity 
of the gaze as experienced in early childhood has obtained a multitude of collective 
representations…(2003:322).  
 

Eickelkamp also makes a key distinction between ‘being with’ and ‘looking at’, 

which bears on the differences I have been arguing between the joint discourse 

and the discourses of each member group. Drawing on Myers’ book, Pintupi 

country, Pintupi self (1986a), she notes: ‘For Western Desert Aborigines, to 

share the direction of the gaze signals closeness and often familiarity, in contrast 

to ‘looking at’, which is experienced as confrontational.’ (2003:319). I suggest this 

important distinction goes well beyond Myers’ application to the Pintubi, indeed 

beyond specificity to Aborigines as a whole. The story at the beginning of 

Chapter 4 in which traditional owners and white rangers shared an inside joke 

about faeces came at the end of a day in which both groups had worked closely 

together – and created common discourse around their intimate sharing – 

illustrates how, as insiders ‘being with’ each other, they gazed benevolently at 

the tolerant outsider who did not immediately get the ‘inside joke’. The same 

chapter offers the contrast of ‘looking at’, for example traditional owners looking 

at rangers inside the office working on the computers while they are outside 

working on the rubbish. 
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Let me now focus more carefully on the antagonistic effects of the gaze, and their 

role in the creation of centripitality. In her examination of ‘being with’ and ‘looking 

at’, Eickelkamp (2003:318-323) centres her analysis on the way in which eye 

contact is made and not made in Aboriginal and Western cultures. She draws our 

attention to its being ‘bad manners’ for Westerners to avert their eyes when 

addressing others whilst the opposite is true among Aborigines (2003:324; see 

also von Sturmer 1981:14-15). Without detracting from Eickelkamp’s argument, 

‘looking at’ can be confrontational or offensive in both cultures, not just among 

Aborigines. Imagine, for instance, that we are a person with a noticeable 

disfigurement, say a large mole on the side of the face, sitting in a railway 

carriage. We are conscious, self-conscious, that another person is staring at the 

defect, perhaps through our peripheral vision or perhaps just through ‘sensing’ 

the staring. We are uncomfortable, confronted, as Eickelkamp says. And even if, 

in response to our looking back, the person averts their eyes (as they usually do), 

the effect of the gaze persists. This is what I mean in this context – both 

traditional owners and white rangers are uncomfortable, conscious of, and 

offended by, the persistent gaze of the other group. 

 

In the set of lectures about the gaze in The four fundamental concepts of psycho-

analysis, Lacan (1977) develops the idea of its persistence, challenging Sartre’s 

(1957) earlier writing on how it works:                                                                                                
The gaze, as conceived by Sartre, is the gaze by which I am surprised – surprised in so 
far as it changes all perspectives, the lines of force, of my world, orders it, from the point 
of nothingness where I am, in a sort of radiated reticulation of organisms. As the locus of 
the relation between me, the annihilating subject, and that which surrounds me, the gaze 
seems to possess such a privilege that it goes so far as to have me scotomized, I who 
look, the eye of him who sees me as object. In so far as I am under the gaze, Sartre 
writes, I no longer see the eye that looks at me and if I see the eye, the gaze disappears. 
Is this the correct phenomenological analysis? No. It is not true that, when I am under the 
gaze, when I solicit a gaze, when I obtain it, I do not see the gaze…(1977:84 - emphasis 
mine). 
 

Lacan substantiates his argument by reference to famous paintings, notably 

Hans Holbein’s The ambassadors, the National Gallery of London’s much-

discussed canvas. Most commentators (e.g. Carroll 2004:29-33; Foister et al. 
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1997:44-57; Rowlands 1985:85-87) focus on the meaning of a distorted skull (the 

anamorphosis) in this painting, but Lacan draws attention to the eyes of painted 

subjects-objects that follow the viewer around the room. No matter where I stand 

they are always watching me. It is a phenomenon that entrances us all when it 

happens. As Lacan puts it: 
In the scopic field, everything is articulated between two terms that act in an antinomic 
way – on the side of things, there is the gaze, that is to say, things look at me, and yet I 
see them. This is how one should understand these words, so strongly stressed, in the 
Gospel, They have eyes that they might not see. That they might not see what? 
Precisely, that things are looking at them…(1977:109 - emphasis his). 
 

White rangers and traditional owners endure the mutual gaze of each other, a 

metonym of ‘the aggravation of proximity and familiarity’ that is loaded with the 

power of disapproval. Some of them manage their ‘seeing’ the gaze better than 

others, and yet its effect persists: annoying, irritating and antagonising. 

 

Gazing at makes a difficult situation worse, because it brings both groups closer 

to discomfort – the discomfort of knowing that we do not meet the Other’s 

expectations of us. Both Aboriginal and white people do it, initiating and 

consolidating their separate discourses. ‘You know, I just felt really sad that you 

see all the young guys hanging around the Jabiru plaza with expensive running 

shoes and expensive American basketball shirts and caps turned around back to 

front, and ghetto blasters…’, former ranger James comments. Those young boys 

would never have heard James actually say anything of this sort. He was on 

holidays and went back home to Melbourne. Yet, of course, those boys know that 

all white people concerned for their welfare, not just those associated with the 

park, say such things. This knowledge that their own conduct, their practices, the 

very structures in which they are enmeshed, meets disapproval of both older 

Aboriginal people and whites, stiffens their sense of a new identity that, at least 

for now, defies those who disapprove. It is, of course, common for young people 

in many cultural groups to defy their elders, as anthropologist Paul Willis’ (1977) 

describes in his classic study of working class English boys in Learning to labor.  

Salient here, however, is the cross-cultural nature of the observation and its role 

in shoring up the separate group discourse. 
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For their part, older Aboriginal people periodically express distress about loss of 

language, for example, and thereby their disapproval of how these same young 

people are ignoring the traditional values. This sense of loss and disapproval is 

captured in a recording made in Iwaidja language by Bill Niedjie (2002) with 

linguist Bruce Birch, shortly before he died: 
This language, the language I’m speaking now, nobody is recording this language. It has 
been spoken for a very long time, and now we’re forgetting it all. But you need to know it, 
you really do. It is your language. We are always using balanda language, balanda 
language, balanda language and nothing else. But if the Europeans were to read our 
language, they would say, “Ah!” They would understand…(2002:11). 
 

Whilst we might reasonably assume that older traditional owners are within their 

rights to take a close interest in their successors, or even argue that it is right and 

proper for them to do so – after all they are close relatives – we might question 

the ‘rights’ or propriety of white commentators to do the same thing. Yet they 

(we) do so, all the time, in common with most whites working closely with 

Aboriginal communities (c.f. Burbank 2009; Kowal 2006; Lea 2008), refurbishing 

the white discourse of the gaze. Whilst some of it can be bracketed into 

normative intergenerational nostalgia (‘these young people are not a patch on the 

old people who have passed away’, ‘They have lost their culture’, and so on) I 

was never in doubt about the sincerity and good intentions of these onlookers. 

Their claims to be in a position to comment on, and to be concerned about, the 

younger traditional owners derive from a variety of sources: they knew the 

parents very well; they used to spend time with their families while they were 

small children; they taught them; all these and many more. Irrespective of one’s 

position on the validity of such claims, they point to one last obvious, yet 

important, fact. They are made because of proximity to, and relevance of, both 

groups to the Other, the centrifugal intensity of their gazing created by their being 

drawn, centripetally, together.  

 

Commodification of ‘culture’ 

Another concept thrust into view by the propinquity of Aborigines and whites, one 

I have so far avoided in the current work through the use of practice theory, but 
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need to encounter briefly here, is ‘culture’. In her book Investigating culture 

(2004), anthropologist Carol Delaney admits that it is ‘…a slippery concept, 

difficult to grasp’ (2004:11), noting Raymond Williams’ view that it is ‘…one of the 

two or three most complicated words in the English language’(1983:87), with a 

complex history of meaning, and cooption within various disciplines to mean 

quite different things. In and around Kakadu the word is frequently used but 

rarely defined, its various meanings conflated. In the current management plan 

(KNP&DNP 2007), for example, it is used (or implied) in at least three separate 

but undefined ways: 

(1) the park’s wealth of archaeological treasures such as the thousands of     

galleries or rock art and middens (2007:45); 

(2) a combination of these and other aspects of ‘traditional’ culture, such 

as traditional knowledge, skills, and beliefs (2007:45-46); 

(3) the contemporary culture of Aboriginal people in the park, as is implied 

in the park lease (2007:165).  

 

The last sense, the living and lived culture of contemporary Aboriginal people in 

the park, comes closest to what Clifford Geertz (1993) means in The 

interpretation of cultures: 
The concept of culture I espouse…is essentially a semiotic one. Believing, with Max 
Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he himself has spun, I 
take culture to be those webs…(1993:5). 
 

As we have seen throughout this thesis the ‘culture’ of contemporary traditional 

owners (or what I have been calling the  ‘structures’ through which their lives are 

governed, and the practices they enact) has been substantially changed since 

the park began three decades ago, not to mention the even more substantial 

changes since explorer Ludwig Leichhardt first descended the sandstone plateau 

in 1845. These days many bininj go to work like their white counterparts, live in 

the same kind of houses, drive similar cars and own the same kind of boats. 

Others, generally those living on the park’s Aboriginal outstations, have lives 

more closely resembling those of their ancestors (c.f. Altman 2005), but they too 

have access to Western goods, social security payments, medical services and 
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so on. Thus, in Geertzian terms, the webs of significance spun by contemporary 

Aboriginal people in Kakadu are quite different from those spun by their 

ancestors.  

 

How, then, can we deal with the disjuncture between contemporary Aboriginal 

culture and ‘traditional culture’, that imagined creation of times past? One answer 

is conflation of all Raymond Williams’ meanings and more, leaving those of us 

trying to take notice confused and uncertain as to what is being intended. There 

is a resemblance here to Strathern’s (2006:187) bullet points, discussed in 

Chapter 2. Once an authoritative source like a government website or park 

management plan uses the word, we tend to be held in its thrall, unable to 

penetrate the awkward ambiguities it obscures, our capacity for critical analysis 

suspended. It is as if the unmasking of such disjuncture is too dangerous, too 

revealing. And so all actors, the writers and readers of management plans and 

websites, the people talking about culture and those listening, become 

enmeshed within a méconnaissance: pretending we all know what is meant by 

‘culture’, and not wanting to know too much because such knowledge will expose 

the awkwardness of the disjuncture.  

 

Contrary to allowing these ambiguities and secrets to prevail, I suggest that 

disjuncture can be recognised and addressed, as Marshall Sahlins (1999) has 

done for the art of Somo, for example, through consideration of ‘commodification’ 

as a concept. He introduces the idea thus: 
All of a sudden, everyone got ‘culture’. Australian Aboriginals, Inuit, Easter Islanders, 
Chanbri, Ainu, Bushmen, Kayapo, Tibetans, Ojibway: even peoples whose ways of life 
were left for dead or dying a few decades ago now demand an indigenous space in a 
modernizing world under the banner of their ‘culture’. They use that very word, or some 
near local equivalent. They back their claims with references to distinctive traditions and 
customs that typically involve invidious contrast to the money-love and other character 
defects of their erstwhile colonial masters. ‘If we didn’t have kastom’, the New Guinean 
said to his anthropologist, ‘we would be just like White Men’...(1999:401). 
   

Commodification of traditional Aboriginal ‘culture’ has been brought into play in 

Kakadu through a number of actors and instrumentalities, the main ones being 
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the traditional owners themselves, the tourism industry and the park service. I  

consider these briefly here.  

 
In the sense that Sahlins is describing, it is the subject peoples themselves who 

are commodifying culture. Traditional owners and other Aboriginal people in 

Kakadu show off so much of ‘traditional culture’ as suits their purposes: to argue 

identity and the protection of Aboriginal rights, as they did to claim their traditional 

land under the Aboriginal Land Rights Act (RUEI 1977a); as they do in Kakadu’s 

management plans (e.g. KNP&DNP 2007:45) to assert difference; and to earn 

income through showing tourists an exotic Otherness, as I have discussed 

elsewhere (Haynes 2008). There are many cultural diacritics that have been 

readily commodified for tourists – traditional dancing, hunting and gathering, art 

and craft, and cooking, to name a few. As Sahlins argues for Sumo, these 

diacritics serve venal interests – yet, while most of them are no longer practised 

every day, they are a distinctive part of the heritage of the performers and only 

capable of reproduction by Aboriginal people themselves.   

 

White people commodify Aboriginal culture too. At some distance, we see 

government and industry representations of Aboriginality as part of the NT’s 

promotional effort – take the website of Tourism Top End, the NT tourism 

industry’s peak body: 
The Top End of the Northern Territory is known for its tropical weather, rich indigenous 
culture, national parks and laid-back lifestyle. It is home to an eclectic mix of cultures 
whose outdoor lifestyle is complemented by brilliant sunsets, fantastic fishing and a 
colourful calendar of outdoor events… 
. 
Kakadu National Park, the largest in Australia, is situated 250 kilometres from Darwin on 
the Arnhem Highway. Renowned internationally for its natural and cultural wonders, 
Kakadu has one of the highest concentrated areas of Aboriginal rock art sites in the 
world.12 

These carefully constructed – but ambiguous – word images suggest an 

experience with Aboriginal culture and synchronicity with the environment that 

often disappoints visitors. Most of them see Aboriginal park residents either as 

                                            
12 Source: http://www.tourismtopend.com.au/pages/welcome-to-tourism-top-end/, website 
(accessed 14 February 2009) – emphasis mine. 
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rangers on duty at park sites or, dressed in ordinary Western clothes, doing their 

shopping in Jabiru or travelling on the road. Others join in free park interpretive 

tours – many of which are conducted by Aboriginal people – or pay for the 

increasing numbers of ‘cultural tours’ that Aboriginal people run themselves, 

incorporating hunting, gathering, cooking and so on (Haynes 2008), but many, 

expecting to see ‘authentic’ Aborigines here and there, have their expectations 

dashed.13 

 

Before the park was declared white tour guides enthralled visitors, filling this 

space of disappointment with stories of such things as ‘tribal’ murders, ‘pay-back’ 

killings, and bizarre sexual behaviour. Such colourful fictions have been more or 

less replaced by more accurate information, sanitised to fit the images that the 

park service promulgates about Aboriginal culture. One form of appropriation has 

been replaced by another, at once indicating that Aboriginality will continue to be 

represented by white actors and institutions, but also indicating that here 

Aboriginal people have had some effect in influencing how they are represented 

by others, and some control over what is being said and done in their name. 

Whilst such influence and control is usually mediated through the park service 

that has powers to regulate, permit, and license, this is an important example of 

traditional owners managing the state for their own ends, overtly and with 

confidence. Yet, as Holcombe shows us (1998:175-179) ‘managing the state’ is a 

performance in an intimate partnership, not at a distance. 

 

Questions of intimacy and propinquity arise again as we move from managing 

‘outsider’ representations of Aboriginality to those of the park service itself. For, 

once the park service becomes involved in regulating information it seems almost 

inevitable that it will produce information and interpretive services of its own: 

                                            
13 While I was helping out at the front counter in the visitor centre in the 2002 dry season, I was 
approached by a young German woman who asked where the Aborigines were. I asked whether 
she had already been to some of the main sites (where I knew Aboriginal interpretive officers 
were on duty that day) and to Jabiru. ‘Oh yes’, she replied, ‘but I don’t mean them. I mean the 
real Aborigines with spears and things.’ 
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Potential and existing park visitors often require information. This varies from simple 
information on park location, times of operation and fees, to much more complex 
interpretation of cultural history and local ecology. Interpretation and education go 
beyond simply informing, towards developing an understanding and appreciation. There 
are three fundamental objectives of interpretation – to promote management goals, to 
promote understanding of the agency, and to improve understanding of the protected 
area…(Eagles et al. 2002:108). 
  

From the outset, the park service did produce information and interpretive 

services, at a rapid rate (see Ovington 1986:102-105). Visitor brochures were 

available almost immediately after the park was declared, and steadily became 

larger and more comprehensive over the years. The first headquarters building, 

completed in 1981, housed an interpretive display and regularly showed films of 

the park, and both seemed to hold the attention of visitors. In keeping with the 

objectives for interpretation and education, the material was ‘directed towards 

understanding and appreciation’ of the park, notably those features that were not 

immediately apparent to the casual visitor: the power of the monsoon (not seen 

by most visitors because their visits took place in the cooler dry months); 

nocturnal animals; and aspects of ‘Aboriginal culture’. Always produced with the 

explicit permission of the traditional owners themselves, here was the state 

producing its own commodified versions of ‘traditional culture’ – reproducing 

Aboriginality as a means of combating the vicious and overt racism that was 

abroad in that period, and as a means of convincing park visitors that 

Aboriginality meant not just the antiquity of the rock paintings but the culture of a 

clever people. 

 
The park brochure, these days a much expanded and improved version of the 

original, has now been handed by park employees to literally millions of visitors 

over the years. It provides information about visitor safety, general information 

about the park, and suggests activities for visitors. In keeping with the earlier 

versions, it also includes information about aspects of Aboriginal culture: a small 

section on Aboriginal customs (Environment Australia 2003:7); and two aspects 

of Aboriginal ‘culture’ that were identified and celebrated from the park’s early 

days, the seasonal calendar and Aboriginal fire regimes (Environment Australia 

2003:10-11).  
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The seasonal calendar and the power of mimicry 

The now famous Gundjeihmi seasonal calendar (Figure 8.1) has been depicted 

not only in the park brochure, and thus made known to the millions of people who  

have received it, but also on static displays like the stone tablets at both park 

headquarters and the Warrdjan Cultural Centre near Yellow Water, in outside 

publications, and even screen-printed on to tee-shirts. Its documentation was 

actually the product of one afternoon’s work in December 1978 (and a few hours 

of later checking) by then traditional owners Toby Gangali and Mick Alderson, 

with me asking questions and acting as scribe. At the time Mick was sceptical of 

my motives in recording it: ‘Why would whitefellas want to know about all this?’ 

My response, ‘So that they know how blackfellas are smart’, bemused but still 

satisfied him, as it seems to have satisfied many traditional owners since then. 

 

Yet this form of appropriation, this mimetic transformation of an abstracted 

traditional knowledge on to paper, imposes on Aboriginal people. Its very 

documentation means that for white people it is privileged as a way of knowing 

(c.f. Riles 2006:18), in recognisable iconography. No longer under Aboriginal 

control, it serves as a constant reminder of the very disjuncture, discussed in the 

last section, between the represented ‘traditional’ culture and the ‘lived’ culture of 

today: 
Mary-Ann [new seasonal ranger, started work a few days earlier]: I see that the woolybutt 
trees are flowering. How do you say it in your language? [slowly] An-djal-em? 
 
Robert [serious]: Yo, an-djal-em.14 
 
Mary-Ann: It says here [referring to a copy of the seasonal calendar] that it starts to 
flower in the middle of June, but it’s only May now…[silence – long pause]… 
 
Robert: I don’t know…I forget that calendar… 
 
Chris: The calendar works according to seasonal conditions, not the actual months. 
Every year is different…15 
 
 

                                            
14 Difference in emphasis. 
15 Notes – 23 May 2002 
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Figure 8.1: The Gundjeihmi seasonal calendar 
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I doubt that Robert had forgotten ‘that calendar’ at all. He was probably 

flummoxed for the moment, not thinking according to the logic of a Western mind  

focussed on the use of this paper object to cross epistemic boundaries. Yet, for 

now at least, before I intervened, he ‘failed’ the test Mary-Ann had inadvertently 

set for him. Her mind fed on a local version of what Morton (1998:364) calls ‘the 

public use of positive stereotypes of Aboriginal people’ (usually derived from the 

ideal models of the classic Australian structural-functionalist anthropologists), she 

‘discovered’ that the model is not universally held, after all. Mary-Ann quickly re-

established herself as a ‘good balanda’, one who listened and got to know 

traditional owners and their families well, but that was an embarrassing moment 

for Robert for he appeared to have ‘forgotten’ part of his ‘culture’.  

 

Although Robert’s reaction here was one of quiet embarrassment, it resonates 

with an important point made by anthropologist Phillip Batty (2006) when 

discussing the return of churingas, sacred objects, by various Australian 

museums that had appropriated them over the years without the permission of 

their custodians. After they had been returned one of the men deputed to receive 

them unsettled the officials by saying: ‘I’m glad you brought these things back, 

now we can sell them’ (2006:60). Batty remarks that not only was the man 

‘attempting to burst the bubble of our earnestness’ and ‘expressing resistance to 

‘the role he was expected to play – as a redeemer of white Australia’, but also 

that ‘he did not want white people telling him how to deal with his own traditions, 

or indeed, how to be an Aboriginal’ (2006:60 - emphasis mine).  

 
Considering Sir George Frazer’s musings about imitation in The golden bough 

(1890), Taussig notes:  
How much more complex than Frazer’s “like affecting like” this magical power of the 
image becomes! This power intrinsic to mimesis and alterity on the frontier is as much a 
destructive as a healing force…(1993:65). 

 
When we constructed that representation of the seasonal calendar I thought: 

what could have been more assuring and flattering to traditional owners than 

imitation? I meant it as one means of healing: as a means of rapprochement with 

263 
 



traditional owners, of drawing them close; as a means of driving into the 

background the overt and vicious racism that was abroad then; and as a means 

of convincing park visitors that Aboriginality meant not just the antiquity of the 

rock paintings but the culture of a clever people. I had no idea then that simple 

things like the introduction of roads, park radio and phones, and the more 

complex things like the intrusion of the state into their daily lives, as well as their 

responses to all this and more, would transform culture and open the way for the 

destructive forces that lie within mimesis to appear. I had no idea, either, that by 

imitating and promoting an aspect of Aboriginal ‘culture’ I would be creating a 

force that could be as potentially destructive as it was healing. For although it has 

been welcomed and admired, it has also been a tool of Western scrutiny and 

cause of embarrassment among Aboriginal people. 

 

In another theoretical view of mimesis, one that lays bare the double-sided and 

corrupting nature of imitation, Bhabha (1994) argues: 
Under cover of camouflage, mimicry, like a fetish, is a part object that radically revalues 
the normative knowledges of the priority of race, writing, history. For the fetish mimes the 
forms of authority at the point at which it deauthorises them. Similarly, mimicry 
rearticulates presence in terms of its ‘otherness’ that which it disavows…(1994:91). 
 

The park service’s imitation of the seasonal calendar (through transforming it into 

an alien, written, object) rearticulates traditional forms of authority and 

simultaneously de-authorises their value to traditional owners. They still respond 

in various ways to seasonal variation, but they have lost a degree of control over 

how their lives are represented around these rhythms. The argument here is that 

whilst traditional owners are generally pleased to have had their traditions and 

customs recognised, that same recognition can, and does, embarrass them too. 

The challenge to their authenticity is always there, whether it is being actively 

discussed or not. As Merlan (1998:150) reminds us: ’Representations of 

Aboriginality as made most powerfully by others come to affect who and what 

Aborigines consider themselves to be’. The printed calendar is another version of 

Baudrillard’s (1983:11) precession of the simulacrum, the step-wise replacement 

of representation of reality by images that have no basis in current reality – only 
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here the reality of ‘culture’ is changing while the image remains the same, as if 

transfixed to that hot sultry afternoon in 1979, when it was first transcribed.     

 

Fire in the landscape 

The summary of the role of fire in Kakadu in the park brochure (Environment 

Australia 2003:10-11) obscures another tension between the forces that bind the 

Kakadu mob together and those that push Aborigines and whites apart – and it is  

yet another that derives from the fraught nature of mimesis of which Taussig 

(1993) writes.16 Under the heading Changes to traditional burning, the 

brochure deftly describes what are now thought to have been the burning 

patterns of Kakadu’s original occupants, and changes that occurred as their 

numbers decreased: 
Fires lit by Bininj/Mungguy17 as they travelled to different parts of the country created a 
patchwork of burnt and unburnt areas. With the arrival of non-Aboriginal people, the 
Bininj/Mungguy population decreased. Many people died of disease, others moved off 
their land to towns and settlements. With fewer people on the land, less burning was 
carried out, so hot, late season wildfires became more common. These hot fires were 
often large and destructive, changing the distribution of plants and animals…(2003:11). 
  

The brochure goes on to explain that since the 1980s the park has put in place 

cooperatively instituted measures to reduce the number of the destructive fires, 

advising that most burning takes place between May and July, the early part of 

the fire season. The general claim is that ‘planned burning’ now does the job 

done by the area’s original occupants, implying that it replicates Aboriginal 

burning practices. 

 

There is a long history of how the park service arrived at its current fire 

management. In 1971 the Bushfires Council of the Northern Territory held a 

                                            
16 Although Mimesis and alterity may be regarded as Taussig’s central work on the subject, 
mimesis threads its way through earlier and later books, e.g. Shamanism, colonialism and the 
wild man: a study in terror and healing (1987), The magic of the state (1997), and My cocaine 
museum (2004). In these he variously illustrates the capacity of the state to imitate aspects of 
traditional activity or organisation (c.f. Merlan 1998:149-151) and the capacity of groups of 
individuals to incorporate the state symbols and ideas into practice – imitation going back and 
forth in ever increasingly complex ways. Taussig’s central point is the corruption, or transposition, 
of the original as it is being imitated, often with bizarre effects. 
17 Mungguy is the Jawoyn equivalent of Bininj, in this context meaning Aboriginal people of this 
area. 
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small symposium in which wildlife biologist Mike Ridpath, then newly arrived as 

officer in charge of the CSIRO (Australia’s peak government research 

organisation) wildlife research in Darwin, vivified the possibility of white people 

discovering Aboriginal knowledge of fire management: 
…Although the Aboriginal inhabitants no longer occupy most of the continent, some have 
still used fire until quite recent times in certain areas of the tropics and old men are still 
alive who must remember the regimes they once regularly employed. There is still time, 
though not much, for the unique information they possess to be recorded. Such data 
would be of great interest in itself and possibly even of some practical use as a guide to 
the maintenance of certain plant associations…(Ridpath 1971:65). 
 

Ridpath’s interest in Aboriginal burning had come through his earlier research on 

the biology of the native hen in Tasmania (1964:365), work that was to attract the 

attention of archaeologist Rhys Jones, who subsequently published his now 

famous paper, ‘Fire-stick farming’ (1969). Jones was soon able to substantiate 

his ideas after field work among the Gidjingali people east of Maningrida in 1973 

(1975; 1980). Here he built on anthropologist Donald Thomson’s (1949) mention 

of timing and placement by Yolgnu groups further east in the 1930s. Encouraged 

by both Jones and Ridpath, I made notes of my own observations while I was 

working at Maningrida from 1975 to 1977, and extended some of Jones’ ideas 

when the work was presented at conferences and later published (Haynes 1985). 

I had been particularly interested that the Kune people of the Cadell Valley had 

different ‘rules’ for burning different ecosystems and particular places, using 

timing and placement to manage their resources carefully, taking advantage of 

an important attribute of fire behaviour – that in the early to middle range of the 

season, the individual fires self-extinguish during the night. 

 

The Cadell Valley appeared to be relatively well populated, with people in the mid 

1970s returning from Maningrida itself to live more or less permanently on their 

own lands, after about a decade of residing for most of the year in the 

government settlement. The populations of the so-called outstations were 

remarkably similar in composition to the traditional bands living only about sixty 

kilometres further east that Peterson (1974:22-23) had studied just over a 

decade earlier. Kakadu was quite a different proposition. It had been 
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substantially depopulated, and its existing population was distributed quite 

differently from those of pre-contact times. Moreover, buffalo numbers had 

significantly reduced available fuel. Yet we project officers thought it would be 

worthwhile discussing restoration of ‘traditional’ fire regimes with traditional 

owners. Although quick to point out the limitations just mentioned, the senior 

people showed a good level of interest in the idea. As Levitus (2005b) notes:   
From the moment that the Australian National Parks and Wildlife Service began 
implementing a management regime for Kakadu National Park in 1980, the controlled 
use of fire was officially recognised as an important management tool. If the ultimate goal 
of Park conservation lay somewhere between the ideal of restoring the Park to a pre-
European environment and, more immediately, retaining the existing level of native 
biodiversity, then the burning practices of Aboriginal people had to be considered 
relevant…(2005b:29). 
 

Compared to today, in 1979 there was very little scientifically validated evidence 

about best fire management practice.18 From a rational-scientific point of view it 

therefore seemed sensible to imitate an informed view of pre-contact fire 

regimes, at least until science had shown good reasons to depart from them. 

Whatever the Aborigines’ intent, the Australian biota had co-evolved with their 

fire regimes over the millennia of their occupancy.19  

 

Since those early years there has been substantial scientific research that 

validates the creation of fire mosaics as a way of reducing the number of large, 

destructive fires that occurred in the area before Kakadu was declared, and even 

for some years afterwards.20 The work has been conducted by two independent 

                                            
18 One large statistically designed experiment to test a range of fire regimes had been initiated in 
the woodland within the then Munmarlary Station, now part of Kakadu, in 1973. Although there 
were no conclusive results by the time the first Plan of Management was being drafted in 1978, 
the results and analysis of data were later written up (Russell-Smith et al. 2003). That experiment 
continued until 1996. Even after twenty-three years it was not able to contribute the kind of data 
that managers need. As the authors say: ‘Replicated experimental plot designs, no matter how 
elegant and rigorously designed, may substantially fail the test of management relevance, given 
the fundamental requirement for savanna biodiversity managers to experience the integrated 
effects of fire regimes that vary idiosyncratically over multiple time and spatial scales.’… (Russell-
Smith et al. 2003:349).   
19 Geographer Lesley Head (1989:450; 2000:118-124) points out that the Aborigines’ fire regimes 
were imposed for a variety of other purposes, and that conservation of biodiversity was a 
consequence of burning patterns, rather than a specifically identified objective (see also Bowman 
et al. 2001; Haynes 1985; Jones 1975).  
20 Despite the interest and discussions between traditional owners and white project officers, 
extensive late season fires persisted for several years after the park was declared. Monitoring 
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teams, one led by plant ecologist David Bowman at the NT Conservation 

Commission (and later Charles Darwin University) whose initial work in the NT 

focussed on the fire-sensitive coniferous species, northern cypress pine (Callitris 

intratropica) (e.g. Bowman & Panton 1993; Bowman et al. 1988). The other was 

led by Jeremy Russell-Smith, also a plant ecologist, of the Australian National 

University (and later as a scientific project officer in Kakadu itself, and then at the 

NT Bushfires Council) whose work focussed more on the relatively rare, and also 

fire-sensitive, monsoon forests and jungles (e.g. Russell-Smith et al. 1997; 

Russell-Smith et al. 1998). Both scientists periodically collaborated – with other 

research workers – to produce overviews of fire ecology (e.g. Russell-Smith & 

Bowman 1992; Yibarbuk et al. 2001). Largely independent of Bowman and 

Russell-Smith, the CSIRO research laboratory initially headed by Mike Ridpath, 

conducted wide-ranging and complex research at its Kapalga field station, in 

Kakadu’s Stage 2, between 1974 and 1995. The results of fire research there 

broadly contest the need for creation of mosaics that have been argued by the 

other researchers to be so important, concluding instead that intervals between 

fires may be more important to maintain, and enhance, biodiversity (see 

Andersen et al. 2003).21 Nevertheless, park managers have tended to follow the 

arguments of Bowman and Russell-Smith as scientific substantiations of the 

park’s own programs, in recent years concentrating on the demonstrably more 

vulnerable species and ecosystems on, and nearby, the sandstone plateau 

(Petty et al. 2007a; Woinarski et al. 2006).  

 

                                                                                                                                  
programs demonstrated that too little burning was carried out in the cooler dry season months, 
leaving large areas unburnt (Press 1987a; 1987b). 
21 See also http://www.csiro.au/science/KapalgaFireExperiment.html (accessed 18th March 
2009). Besides the fire research program, the CSIRO group investigated the ecology of buffalo 
and other introduced mammals; magpie geese and other water birds; dynamics of tropical 
vegetation; small mammals and reptiles; predator-prey relationships and many other topics. 
When the Kapalga field station was established the land had no special status, but that changed 
with the declaration of Kakadu Stage 2. By 1995, when the CSIRO considered that their work at 
Kapalga was complete, there were more non-CSIRO people using the station and negotiations 
had been underway for it to continue as a research station under different management. 
Ultimately the Board decided that the research centre should be wound up, and the area became 
an Aboriginal residence area.  
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So then what does the park service actually do to create these fire mosaics, to 

protect the more fire-sensitive ecosystems and species, and maintain 

biodiversity? As the park brochure notes, it burns off mostly in the earlier parts of 

the dry season, between May and July. Some of the ignitions are by hand, mostly 

rangers using either matches or drip torches as they drive along roads and 

tracks, gaps of unburnt grass between the burnt patches ignited in later weeks. 

As visitors pass through an area in the earlier weeks of the dry season they are 

likely to see fires burning here and there, perhaps every few hundred metres, 

interspersed with unburnt areas of grass and recently burnt areas where the 

shrubs and grass are showing fresh green shoots. Most ignitions take place from 

helicopters, using technology developed in the 1960s in Western Australia. Ping-

pong balls filled with potassium permanganate, injected with ethylene glycol just 

before they are dropped from the aircraft, self-ignite within a few seconds of 

reaching the ground. The rangers try to drop the these incendiaries in ways that 

recreate the mosaics of old, repeating their flight schedules every week or so 

until they think enough area has been burnt and thus protected from the 

menacing late season fires. In more recent years there have been problems in 

covering enough of the landscape early and there have been some of these hot 

fires running through big areas, some of them spanning thousands of square 

kilometres, but between the late 1980s and about 2000 this program was 

assessed to have become increasingly effective: ‘fire-induced heterogeneity in 

Kakadu increased in each successive five-year period from 1981 [to 2000]’ (Price 

et al. 2005:425). 

 

As the above assessment implies, the park service program got better and better 

at mimicking the imagined burning patterns of pre-contact times. At the same 

time it increasingly enforced its will over what traditional owners may have 

wished to do. By lighting up more and more early fires from aircraft, more and 

more land was effectively taken out of the hands of traditional owners and other 

Aborigines. The current management plan implies that space will be made for 

them to do their own burning, but that space is significantly curtailed: 
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5.71 Traditional burning practices will be recognised, and where possible 
incorporated, in the fire management programs for the Park…(KNP&DNP 2007:65 - 
emphasis mine). 

 
The management plan then outlines a series of prescriptive ways through which 

traditional owners will be able to participate in the fire programs of each district – 

setting targets and limits cooperatively. There is no mention of traditional owners 

or other Aboriginal people actually setting fires themselves, and so one might 

assume the whole program is now entirely enacted by the park service. If so, it 

has achieved a complete appropriation of what is called anwurrk in Gundjeihmi.  

 

Yet it is not anwurrk, which is the enactment of burning as part of the expression 

of ownership of, being of, and being in one’s traditional estate. Rather, the 

prescribed burning of the plan is a mimesis, anwurrk transformed for the practical 

purposes of Western land management. The difference in ways of thinking and 

ways of knowing are transferred into difference in ways of doing. As Levitus 

notes: 
In the Aboriginal accounts we have of the particularities of burning strategy, including 
those that emphasise improper uses of fire, the default position is to burn. One burns as 
one travels, returning the surrounding country to a liveable state for the coming year. One 
burns what one can, where and when one is able, subject only to the constraints of 
specific and known particularities of the landscape that require special husbanding. One 
burns unless there is a particular reason not to burn…(2005b:32 - emphasis mine). 
 

One practical consequence of this difference is that Aboriginal people want to 

burn appropriate areas late in the season, as well as early. If the park service has 

left an area unburnt, it is likely to be burnt late by Aboriginal passers-by. If an 

area has been burnt already by the park service when it should have been left for 

later, traditional owners will be annoyed and are likely to express that annoyance, 

sooner or later.  

 

During his 1980s field work in Kakadu, Canadian anthropologist Hank Lewis 

(1989) noted that Aboriginal and white rangers conducted their burning 

operations in almost entirely different universes, connected only tenuously 
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through the rhetoric of the management plan.22 He illustrates the confusion and 

resistance of that period: 
Recalling he [a young Aboriginal ranger] had recently been castigated by a senior staff 
member for setting a grass fire a month beyond “the official closing date” (July 30) – a 
fire, he said, that was not dangerous and went out where he anticipated it would – he 
noted that none of the European staff had asked him about setting fires. He didn’t feel 
that they thought he knew anything about using fires. From his standpoint, he didn’t think 
that European staff members knew very much about fires or what fires did…(1989:952). 
 

I encountered the same confusion and resistance during the following interview: 
…and at one stage [in the late 1980s] Clarrie [pseudonym for a man well known to us 
both] was burning…and there was… a bit of resentment [within] the park service to 
Clarrie …I mean, who are these buggers to tell him how to burn, and it came to a head 
one day when [one of the white rangers] who I have a lot of time for, came across Clarrie 
setting fires, and he said it’s not park policy to burn at this time of the year. And Clarrie 
says, [laughing] ‘well what’s the park policy then, on Aboriginal burning? I’m an Aboriginal 
and I’m burning!’ … and the rangers …would follow people like Clarrie…and he would 
play this game…of setting fires and trying to avoid getting caught, so…the fire thing was 
quite a complex thing on the ground.23 
 

 

In playing this game with the white rangers, Clarrie was at once expressing 

defiance, recognising their stance as mimetic and making fun of their gaze. More 

than a decade later, while I was in the park, much of the humour had gone out of 

the mimesis of prescribed burning. On several occasions in the dry seasons of 

2002 and 2003 I was the recipient of terse complaints from traditional owners 

about white rangers – surrounding the former with incendiaries while they were 

out hunting, or just burning at the wrong time. The healing forces of mimesis – 

flattery, imitation, drawing the Other close – were by then clearly seen as 

destructive forces as well, framed around the state’s attempts to dominate the 

park’s fire program that is Aboriginal in name only. This trickery, the cunning of 

recognition, as anthropologist Elizabeth Povinelli (2002) so aptly labels it, has 

allowed anwurrk to be reconfigured as planned burning but it is clearly seen by 

traditional owners for what it is. 

 
                                            
22 Lewis was actually born in the United States but joined the Anthropology Program of the 
University of Alberta, eventually becoming Professor of Anthropology and Chair of the 
Department there. His recording of Indian burning in the boreal region of northern Alberta had a 
striking resemblance to what was contemporaneously being uncovered in tropical Australia, 
notably different ‘rules’ for different vegetation types. 
23 Interview T1 – 7 January 2005 – emphasis his. 
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No, they just leave my burning to me. But they don’t watch me there when I’m doing this 
[burning]. They said they would come but they don’t, not to see how I use fire. They do 
their way. Well, that’s their way. But I know a few things they don’t…(Lewis 1989:951). 
 

Lewis is quoting one of the older traditional owners of the 1980s here. It offers a 

clue to how the park’s fire program and the traditional owners parted ways right 

at the beginning. His words resonate with those of Brian, one of the white 

rangers who now works elsewhere: 
…what the TOs [traditional owners] were really trying to say is you’re not involving 
people, that was the key message, and noone was really right or wrong but the 
whitefellas weren’t really involving the traditional owners in the burning management 
practices of the park. It was too easy to jump in a helicopter and throw incendiaries 
out…24 

 
It seems to have been relatively easy for traditional owners to reject the CSIRO 

fire research. Their data, their arguments, their results, their facts – the 

manufacture of all these takes place at a distance, the very distance that makes 

rejection distant, and impersonal as well. Outright rejection seems to be so much 

more difficult here, where the joint partners have been drawn close, institutionally 

and physically enmeshed in each other’s affairs, and yet where they have not 

really meshed at all. And so they stand off from each other, drawn together yet 

repelled, looking at instead of being with, to borrow from Eickelkamp (2003:318-

323). 

 

Viewed one way, the words of the management plan: ‘Traditional burning 

practices will be recognised, and where possible incorporated, in the fire 

management programs for the Park.’ (KNP&DNP 2007:65), serve Mosse’s 

(2005:14) argument that policy is written to gain political support rather than to 

orientate practice. But I would also argue they are an exercise of the bureaucrats’ 

own méconnaissance – a pretence that Aboriginal people will give up anwurrk as 

their right, and so fall into the state’s orderly programs. These programs are still 

largely designed around ‘early burning’, by which is meant ignition before early 

July. More recent research in Arnhemland (Bowman et al. 2007:251-253; 

2004:215-220) is challenging that supposition, suggesting that much more 

                                            
24 Interview T13 – 3 June 2005  - emphasis his. 
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burning could take place well into the dry season – into late August, or even 

beyond – as the actions of those involved in anwurrk also suggest. Perhaps such 

a change in practice will draw the partners together, but that will not be 

accomplished until former ranger Brian’s ‘key message’ – involving people – is 

enacted, working even harder at doing the project together, and developing a 

genuine common discourse around this difficult and elusive subject. 

 

Conclusion 

This chapter was introduced with the unsurprising argument that the encounter 

between Aboriginal and white people is part of an ongoing colonisation of the 

Aboriginal domain by the dominant forces of the West, both physically and 

socially. More counter-intuitively, joint management is an example of where the 

encounter is at close quarters, where each group knows each other’s business, 

often intimately. This knowledge, this intimacy, is nurtured and sustained by the 

very propinquity of these two unlike groups of people, which both aggravates 

perceptions of difference and asserts difference itself. Always present but 

suppressed by various devices – friendly inveigling, contrived conflation of 

interests by the state, méconnaissance and so on – in the last chapter it surfaced 

as violent outrage. Other divisive issues have also been discussed, such as 

where we looked at how Aboriginal people are denied promotion, and how each 

group uses technology quite differently.  

 

This chapter introduces differences that are less easily noticed, clouded and 

obscured as they are by their enmeshment within highly regarded ideas, 

programs and documents. What could be more flattering to traditional owners 

than to have their seasonal calendar recorded and published by so many of the 

white man’s media? And what could be more gratifying than to have their own 

forms of fire management recognised? Yet like all those encased in mimicry, 

these flatteries have destructive effects that are difficult to identify, disentangle 

and cauterise, as Taussig reminds us. They are not the notorious rupture point of 

Chapter 7 but a more subtle play of forces. And then, as well, the documentation 
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of such flattering ideas and programs by the state – in tourist brochures, 

management plans, and annual reports – has complicating effects. Locking the 

flattery into these printed outputs also locks in the destruction. The image no 

longer representing the reality of the way current lives are lived, the simulacrum 

looms, suspended, always pointing to the way in which traditional owners have 

‘lost their culture’. 





 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Chapter 9: 
 What is it that’s going on here? 

  





 
…I have sought to complicate an overly simplistic view of Aboriginal-state relations… 
(Nadasdy 2003:263) . 
 
 
 
 
So writes Paul Nadasdy as he begins his conclusion to Hunters and bureaucrats. 

When I returned to Kakadu in 2002 and asked myself increasingly often, in 

company with Goffman and so many other sociologists and anthropologists, 

‘What is it that is going on here?’ I found, like Nadasdy, that the published 

material presented an overly simplistic view of Aboriginal-state relations in 

general, and of joint management in particular. I was hardly disabused of that 

view in the early months of candidacy as I pored over all the books and papers I 

could find on the object of my enquiry. As Spaeder and Feit (2005:148) note, the 

early literature was sharply polarised. With respect to Kakadu’s first decade or 

so, one group of claims told me that joint management was experimental, but 

what seemed to count most was both groups talking together, facilitated by 

selecting white rangers who could ‘work well with Aboriginal people’ (Hill 1983; 

Hill 1985; Hill & Press 1994a; Hill & Press 1994b). Another group argued that 

such measures were insufficient. Nothing short of formal power sharing, most 

notably expressed through a formal board, would do. Yet the claims of both 

groups did not match the complexity of practice that surrounded me and in which 

I was an actor. 

 

Ultimately the Australian literature about joint management became a discourse 

that centred on its legal and administrative components: notably the essentiality 

of land ownership for the traditional owners, lease back to the state, a board of 

management with an Aboriginal majority, and the requirements for regular 

consultation. This is perhaps unsurprising, since very little published information 

based on ethnography or detailed interview was available. Even Weaver’s (1991) 

work in the mid 1980s in Kakadu and Gurig, and the follow up ethnographies by 

Foster (1997) in Gurig and Lawrence (2000) in Kakadu, both from the early to 
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mid 1990s, were relatively brief accounts of contemporary park life.1 Such a 

sparse ethnographically informed literature, taken together with Lawrence’s 

difficulties in getting approval to publish his completed manuscript and my own 

difficulties in gaining permission to undertake a relatively modest amount of field 

work in the park (and in gaining access to official documents), suggests that the 

state is not at all anxious for joint management to be scrutinised too closely – a 

point to which I return later in this chapter. Happily, there is growing recognition 

of the need for fresh material about what is actually happening, and for new 

ideas to be generated and re-interpreted (c.f. Burridge 1973:151-156). Within 

Australia, Toni Bauman and Dermot Smyth’s (2007) comparative analyses of 

some other protected areas is a new start to such critical analysis, and I know of 

several more full-scale studies in preparation. 

 

Internationally, new material such as the case studies in Marc Galvin and Tobias 

Haller’s edited volume, People, protected areas and global change, 

demonstrates significant discrepancies between what happens ‘on stage’ 

(meaning what is claimed to happen by the state) and ‘off stage’ (meaning what 

Indigenous participants and other insiders say) (2008:524-525).2 In the Afterword 

of the same volume, geographer Stan Stevens (2008:552-553) concludes that, 

despite the promising illustrations of his own edited volume of a decade earlier 

(1997) – including one of Kakadu itself (de Lacy & Lawson 1997) – there are few 

‘off stage’ performances that match the boosterism of state rhetoric (c.f. Nadasdy 

2005; Spaeder & Feit 2005; West et al. 2006). Indeed, for the most part, they 

resonate with one of the more steely analyses in Stevens’ earlier volume, by 

geographer Bernard Nietchmann (1997), who writes about how local people try 

to cope with the realities of survival amidst the depredations of drug trafficking 

and poaching, in tandem with state and NGO trickery, in a proclaimed protected 

                                            
1 Most of Lawrence’s book is historical, but about forty pages (2000:260-292) are clearly informed 
by ethnography and interview.  
2 These terms express similar notions to what Goffman (1971:67, 96-97) originally called ‘front’ 
and ‘backstage’. 
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area in Nicaragua. Stevens quotes one of Nietchmann’s more pessimistic 

observations:  
Forget the rhetoric from almost every international conservation organisation and 
development assistance agency…Out there, where indigenous people live…these new 
concepts are not backed up by actions. This is because the people in most international 
organisations remain trapped in the old colonialist ways of thinking about indigenous 
peoples and their resources…(2008:553).  
 

I cannot disagree with Nietchmann, for I, too, have argued a colonialist thread in 

the workings of Kakadu. Yet, like Nadasdy and Nietchmann himself, I seek to 

reveal the complicated and difficult nature of such workings, for it is in these that 

possible remediation may lie.  

 

When I started work as park manager at Kakadu in 2002 I was as at least as 

confused and disoriented as any anthropologist starting field work for the first 

time. I was, by then, an expert on protected areas – and yet neither the people 

around me nor the readily available literature could furnish me with strategies to 

manage the wide space between the high rhetoric of the management plan and 

the quotidian activity that surrounded me, space that I now see increasing 

numbers of others (e.g. Nadasdy 2005; Nietchmann 1997; Spaeder & Feit 2005) 

observing elsewhere. Moreover, I had little idea of how to devise what was 

needed to ‘solve’ the problems with which I was confronted. After nearly five 

years of gathering data, reading, and learning to think about joint management 

as a social scientist rather than the ecological scientist I was trained to be, I 

argue that it is the examination of actual practice that reveals those elusive 

structures. These are not the structures of the ancient and relatively stable 

subject group of which Bourdieu first wrote (c.f. Jenkins 1992:70-72). Instead 

they are the production of only three decades and the subject of periodic change. 

They fit much more closely into Ortner’s version of practice theory, built on 

Bourdieu but influenced by others like Giddens (e.g. 1979) and Berger and 

Luckmann (1966), as well as her own substantial contributions to anthropology 

and sociology. 
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Ortner adapted, and made famous, the latters’ conceptualisation: ‘Society is a 

human product. Society is an objective reality. Man is a social product’ (Berger & 

Luckmann 1966:61 - emphasis theirs). Her model reconfigured the concept that 

allowed for actors, practice, structure and history as an interlinking set, each 

capable of changing the other. I have argued that, in Kakadu, armed with certain 

legislative requirements, rules and some awareness of each others’ existing 

structures and practices, the actors quickly reformulated new practices that, in 

turn, produced structures – uniforms, working arrangements and tasks, 

commodification of Aboriginal cultural diacritics, and defending the park against 

inappropriate use, to name a few. The structures of the early days mainly 

contributed to centripetality, strengthening bonds between the two groups, and 

especially the common discourse. There is some evidence that the strength of 

the common discourse was starting to wane in the mid 1980s (as I mention in 

Chapter 6 in relation to the park headquarters), and especially around the time of 

discussions about the formation of a board (Chapter 3). In any event, rifts 

following the pet shooting in November 1989 broke open many existing 

structures and replaced them within weeks. In this period we saw, most notably, 

the collapse of the joint discourse and a major strengthening of the single group 

discourses (dominated by nostalgia), and others that contributed to centrifugal 

movement – increasing bureaucracy, mutual disapproval, and gazing at the 

Other, for instance.  

 

In most of these examples we see mainly the effect of agency altering practice, 

and thus structure. Whether rapid or insidious, violent or gentle, all these actions 

produced change, and thus made history. The ‘bedding down’ of the 

Environment Protection and Biodiversity Act in 1999 and associated final stages 

of re-staffing in the Canberra office of the park service, including the appointment 

of a new Director, has stabilised structures in the last decade or so. I see the way 

in which the park service controls the ‘whites at the top’ and ‘Aborigines at the 

bottom’ and the way the Board meets as examples of where structure dominates 

agency, at least as I write. Thus in the last decade or so, the dynamic 
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restructuring appears to have given way to more of a dynamic stability in which 

structure and practice reproduce themselves, rather than creating change. Here 

agency is ‘hemmed in’ by structures. As well, as Bourdieu (1977:184) puts it, 

‘…relations of domination have the opacity and permanence of things and 

escape the grasp of individual consciousness and power’.  

 

‘Stable’ as we might describe structure and practice in this most recent decade, 

and opaque as the relations of domination might be, these characteristics are 

accompanied by simmering resentments – on both sides. This does not mean 

they are evenly shared by all actors, or that there is some essentialist uniformity 

among members of white and Aboriginal groups. The constructed hierarchy of 

the organised state ensures that all white actors, and the Aboriginal actors who 

work for the park service, are distinctly un-equal. Although less clearly marked, 

there are also informal hierarchies among the traditional owners. In some senses 

the un-hierarchical nature of traditional governance prevails, as we saw with the 

universal deference in the Board to the senior traditional owner(s) of a particular 

area, but in others a quite distinct hierarchy has developed through the assertive 

powers of particular traditional owners. They are listened to far more than others, 

and often defy most white park service people, where others are humble and 

compliant.  

 

Dynamic stability – and instability 

As I tell people I meet in Perth that I’m writing the last pieces of a thesis about 

Kakadu they respond, as one, ‘Wow, fantastic place, our visit there last year [or 

whenever it was] was one of the best holidays we have had. It was so 

interesting’. It is an impression that contrasts starkly with those of insiders. Take 

the comment, broadcast in 2005, from former Executive Officer of the Gundjeihmi 

Aboriginal Corporation, Jacqui Katona: 
Living in Kakadu National Park… and I know that the image of Kakadu National Park can 
be one of tranquillity and spirituality and touching your own soul… but for Aboriginal 
people it is very much a living hell. Living in Kakadu is draining…3  

                                            
3 Transcript of ABC Radio National program, Big ideas, April 2005. 
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Or one that comes to me as I am in the last stages of writing, from Belinda, an 

insider who has left Kakadu in recent months: 
I am not sure, but I think things have got a lot worse in the last few years – not just for 
bininj people in KNP, but for anyone that lives there. I don’t exactly know what it is, but I 
had a sense of powerlessness to change anything – like the place and the people in it are 
in a downward spiral and do not have the strength to pull themselves out. And, it is like 
they do not even realise what is happening to them…4 

 

Although such contrasts might be considered as interesting evidence for some 

kind of Marxist analysis – the tourists’ commodity fetish (visitor satisfaction) 

comes at the expense of the locals – here I want to focus on the idea of sadness 

and disillusion, and to relate it to how structure and agency play out. 

 

As Belinda observes, the prevailing feeling of insiders is one of ‘powerlessness to 

change anything’.  When I have been emailing and phoning participants like her, 

they either confirm what she has said so coherently, or maintain: ‘Yes, this and 

that have changed but really nothing has changed, Chris.’ Plus ça change, plus 

c’est la même chose. Whether claiming it is the same or ‘worse’, they are all 

asserting that the ‘system’ has got the better of them, that they are unable to help 

what is happening. Belinda also expresses some kind of sneaking suspicion that 

ever-cryptic structures, some of which I have identified in this thesis, are at play: 

‘…they do not even realise what is happening to them.’ The actors lie 

suspended, as Geertz (1993:5) famously said of culture, in the structures of their 

own and their antecedents’ making. Important among those structures are the 

polar dominations of the state and the traditional owners, with their countervailing 

hegemonies. Agency is expressed in tactical manoeuvres that enable actors to 

cope, but not to confront their unhappy positions, and make changes for the 

better. Day by day, they negotiate these polar dominations, just as they negotiate 

the big, also countervailing, centrifugal and centripetal forces in their working 

lives. Eventually, when they have had enough of it, they opt out. White rangers 

may resign, often sad and disillusioned by their experience as a Kakadu insider. 

                                            
4 Email E63 – 10 June 2009. 
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Aboriginal rangers, too, can resign – and so can Board members. But what of 

traditional owners who know and love their country? If they leave their jobs, or 

the Board, then they lose the ways of keeping track (at least contemporaneously) 

of what the agents of the state are up to. And for them it is an unsatisfactory 

situation, as both Jacqui Katona and my correspondent, Belinda, say.  

 
And so I am led to wonder whether the structures will stay the same as they 

more or less have been for the last decade. Will this dynamic stability remain 

locked down, assisted by a now constant turnover of white rangers and 

managers who do not wish to ‘rock the boat’ and a group of traditional owners 

who do not know how to make changes? Or will these social structures, like the 

also locked down tectonic plates that make up the earth’s surface, suddenly slip, 

perhaps creating a structural shift that makes the trauma of late 1989 look like a 

minor tremor? I do not know the answers to such questions, but I do wonder 

whether policy makers have at their disposal the means to alleviate at least some 

of the tensions. Before returning to the possibilities of remediation let me explore, 

finally, the often-vexed dichotomy between ‘on stage’ and ‘off stage’ here; indeed 

to ask how these two truths can be contextualised against each other. 

 

On stage and off stage performance 

One framework for presenting ‘success’ in joint management is a graphical 

scheme that depicts how well classical national park objectives (conservation 

and recreation) and satisfaction for traditional owners are met.5 Such a 

framework has obvious difficulties, for example the inherent contradictions 

between ‘recreation’ and ‘conservation’ in the classical national park model, and 

of course the subjectivities inherent in making assessments of both national park 

success and traditional owner satisfaction. Such caveats aside, governments do 

make precisely such assessments as they provide their parliaments with 

instruments like annual reports and, less regularly, audits of activity. The 

performance measures used by the park service in recent years (see e.g. DNP 
                                            
5 This is an adaptation of a scheme devised by Haller and Galvin (2008:543-544). 
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2008) – natural resource management, cultural resource management, tourism 

management and so on – go towards making an impression that Kakadu (and 

other parks and reserves) are meeting both sets of criteria relatively well, 

providing broad endorsement of ‘national park success’ and traditional owner 

satisfaction. 

Figure 9.1: National park success and traditional owner satisfaction, indicating the 
differences between performances on stage and off stage, both presented here as 
broad arrays of possibility.  
 

          
National Park         Perfection 
Success 
 
      On stage  
      performance 
  

 
     Off stage  
     performance 
 

 

 

 

                          

          

 
Traditional owner satisfaction 

 

 

Broadly dis-
satisfied 

Broadly dis-
satisfied 

Broadly 
satisfied 

Broadly 
satisfied 

On the other hand, despite all the clear indicators of Kakadu’s success – the high 

levels of satisfaction expressed by the millions of visitors, the control of mimosa, 

protection of rock art, the employment of Aboriginal people in the real economy, 

provision for hunting and gathering, and all the rest – the off stage evidence of 

this thesis illustrates broad dis-satisfaction with Kakadu’s joint management. As 

the recent ethnographically informed literature suggests (e.g. Galvin & Haller 
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2008; Nadasdy 2003; 2005; Spaeder & Feit 2005; Stevenson 2006) such 

discrepancies are not at all uncommon and so, as we approach the end of this 

thesis, we might pause briefly to ask why that is so.  

 

One reason may be found in the nature of ‘on stage’ as a phenomenon and the 

structures of government reporting that Goffman calls ‘front’. For a single 

performer front is: ‘…that part of the individual’s performance which regularly 

functions in a general and fixed fashion to define the situation for those who 

observe the performance.’ (1971:19). Goffman extends the concept to apply to 

teams of people who collaborate to put on a ‘show’, as the groups of bureau 

professionals do in the performance of their duties for the state (1971:72-75) – in 

the production of policy advice for the minister, responses to letters, annual 

reports and so on. Here members of teams are expected to cooperate with each 

other for a performance that will be coherent and unified. As one of their number 

for about two decades I was enmeshed in such production on an almost daily 

basis – all in the interests of producing public policy of one kind or another. Take 

just one example, (again) the writing of annual reports. Here bureaucrats at all 

levels rake over the year’s activities to find the best achievements and stories 

that will hopefully capture the public imagination – and that of their minister and 

other members of parliament. They are not the issues that routinely confronted 

me as park manager, nor the issues that came to the fore as I watched and 

interviewed the participants in this study. Rather, they are highlights and star 

performances that go to the creation of a positive image, referred to quite often 

these days as ‘spin’.  

 

The production of such images is often viewed as Machiavellian, deceptive or 

disingenuous – as the pejorative term ‘spin’ imputes. Yet, as Goffman also points 

out, the managed stage is a construct not only of the actors – in this case the 

officials producing front stage information for public consumption – but also of the 

people for whom the information is produced, acting on the basis of ‘officially 

accredited values of the society’ (1971:31). After all, who as a minister or senior 
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official could accept a report that dwelt on a list of complaints and maladies? 

And, of the public, who would cheerfully accept a report that focussed on 

problems and difficulties without wondering whether their money could not be 

better spent in some other enterprise? And so, front stage information becomes a 

performance that is determined by yet another structure through which 

expectations of ‘good stories’ are generated. The performance is idealised and, 

as Goffman (1971:30-31) also reminds us, the actors become moulded into 

standardised units that conform to its requirements. Foucault (1979:136) also 

tells us this in his more famous depiction of the docile body being moulded into a 

soldier. Finally here, we also see an explanation – I believe the explanation – 

about why the senior officials of the state are reluctant to have prying eyes 

looking off stage. For in the management of front, they also need to keep ‘latent 

secrets’ away from scrutiny (Goffman 1971:126).  

 

We see above good reasons to explain why on stage representation is so 

sanitised and comfortable for the Kakadu ‘consumers’, whether they are actual 

visitors or those who read or hear reports – ministers of state, members of 

parliament and a few members of the public. Yet, as the evidence of this thesis 

shows, such representation is radically different from the lived experiences of the 

Kakadu mob. Its members certainly complain from time to time about the falsity, 

as one person called it, of such on stage representation and the constant efforts 

they are required to muster in its production. The rangers, of course, are 

compensated with their salaries, but except for the few on the payroll, traditional 

owners are not. Although I have been told this is an emerging issue itself, it is not 

so much the irritations caused by having to play for the theatre but rather that the 

issues the traditional owners wish to see addressed are simply ignored or talked 

down. Some of these issues have provoked alternative hegemonic actions, in the 

sense that Sider (1980:25) uses. The violent reprisals following the 1989 

shooting of buffaloes and horses stand out, but there are also contemporary 

periodic reminders to white rangers and other staff that they are there under 
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sufferance of the land’s people – keeping the phenomenon of FOTO (fear of 

traditional owners) current. 

 

Alongside the exercise of alternative hegemonies we also see other, largely 

covert, means of resisting – what Sider (1980:25) calls counter hegemonies, and 

what Scott (1985; 1986) calls weapons of the weak. These are the main ways by 

which other issues – the park service’s mimetic use of fire and other forms of 

TEK, its care and management of art sites, the way Board meetings are 

conducted and so on – are resisted. Yet all forms of resistance are exactly that 

because traditional owners (and other Aboriginal people) broadly disagree with 

the way the park service has come to handle these issues over the years. As we 

have seen, they either take it out on the field rangers, the accessible white 

people representing the state in the field, or else they superficially ‘go along’ with 

the modalities that have been insinuated into place. Either way, their offstage 

view is one of poor performance. And because the white rangers are the main 

witnesses to Aboriginal unhappiness, their offstage view is also one of poor 

performance, albeit for the different range of reasons we have witnessed 

throughout this thesis. Here I am reminded, ever so belatedly, that we all ignored 

the warning signals of Butler and Morgan (1986), the staff of the Social impact of 

uranium mining study group (AIAS 1984:230-231; Tatz 1982:154-155, 176) and 

Canadian anthropologist, Sally Weaver (1991:320), by failing to address issues 

properly and openly. For at the root of all this, as resistance implies, lies the 

domination of the state, which is to say, all of us. There are no innocent 

bystanders here. 

 

What is to be done? 

Over a drink in the modest comfort of the University of Western Australia Club in 

February 2009, I said jokingly to one of my most generous and encouraging 

mentors, ‘You know, I’m thinking that at the end I’ll have a heading that says 

RECOMMENDATIONS’. Before I could continue, she shouted 

(uncharacteristically for the good anthropologist she is), loudly enough to attract 
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the attention of a number of others in this noisy environment: ‘NOOOOOOOOO! 

You can’t do that, no, no, no!’ I went on to say that I thought I would then have 

four or five blank pages, because, like her, I think recommendations in 

unsolicited documents are presumptuous and totally inappropriate. Yet, when I 

have talked about this work to friends, acquaintances and others I meet casually, 

they continually challenge me with questions like: ‘What have you learnt that can 

be put into practice?’ 

 

Anthropologist James Ferguson (1994) dealt with this question in an analysis of 

foreign aid in Lesotho by narrowing it down, eliminating what the recipients of aid 

should do and even what the aid donors should do, leaving ‘what should we 

scholars and intellectuals working or concerned about the Third World do?’ 

(1994:282-283). Let me go to Ferguson’s last isolation, one that includes the 

anthropologists whose labour is always questioned by friend and foe alike. 

Paraphrasing again: ‘What is the good of all this knowledge if it can’t be used?’ 

with Ferguson (1994:287), I acknowledge the strong possibility that what we say 

as anthropologists will be ignored. Yet, like Lea (2008:236), I believe we have a 

duty to step outside what she calls the ‘witty sociality of like-minded company’. 

Make no mistake, the wit and brilliance of the cohorts of fellow students and all 

the mentors acknowledged at the beginning of this thesis has conferred on me 

benefits beyond my wildest expectations. The process of that engagement has 

helped me plough my way through the slough of despond that so many people 

leaving Kakadu – Belinda and all the others – experience. Stepping outside all 

this, what can I say? What can be concluded from all that I have heard and 

seen?  

 

Perhaps the creation of awareness among participants that their activity is 

determined by social structures, and that what many of them (us) know as ‘the 

culture of the workplace’ can be broken down into elements that have meaning, 

might be enough – that putting on a uniform is an innocent enough activity, yet 

the uniform is not neutral but a structure vested with many and complex 
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meanings. Perhaps it is enough to reassure participants that another structure, 

the separate group discourse, is a quite normal phenomenon within an 

intercultural domain like joint management – but at the same time they may not 

have noticed that it can have powerful and potentially toxic effects. Perhaps it is 

enough to remind us all that appropriation is problematic, even when celebratory. 

Perhaps also, it is enough to let the state’s bureaucrats see that their very 

language and technology antagonises Aboriginal people, reminding them 

constantly of their Otherness, especially when it is all happening at such close 

quarters. 

 

I started this project simply because I wanted to contextualise my discordant 

feelings when I returned to Kakadu in 2002, feelings that never left me in my time 

there. Refusing to believe those feelings were simply idiosyncratic, that I was the 

odd man out, I set out on a journey of discovery that yielded far more than I had 

ever imagined possible, revealing meaning, revealing structure, revealing forces 

far more powerful than I had more than vaguely suspected could be the province 

of a mere national park. Perhaps knowing is one thing, but writing it down is 

another. The very revelation of Kakadu’s public secrets (c.f Taussig 1999) or 

hidden secrets (Goffman 1971:126) makes them no-longer-secret-secret, and 

thus may change how power is managed by Kakadu’s participants. Yet, as 

anthropologist Meira Weiss (2002:135-142) argued with her mother about the 

nature of the public secrets of Israel, she was writing out what Israeli citizens 

knew anyway, public secrets. Like Weiss, I am writing out much of what 

members of the Kakadu mob know anyway, and what so many of them have 

actually been prepared to share.  

 

One of these participants, my correspondent Belinda, writes of the sense of 

being powerless to change anything, a sentiment widely felt, and noticed, among 

the rank and file – rangers, traditional owners, even demonstrably powerful 

people like Yvonne Margarula. Given this, who, exactly, might be powerful 

enough to intervene before some completely unplanned event creates a major 
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slippage? As I noted earlier, I have no idea whether such will happen, but the fact 

that I have paid attention to that possibility, and continue to do so here, illustrates 

how I see it as possible-likely. Planned interventions aimed at remedy can, of 

course, be disruptive, and almost always have unplanned effects. Yet there are 

possibly a number of gentle interventions that might be useful. I see these as 

being formed around a cluster of ideas that encourage closer working together in 

the bush, the development and nurturing of the common discourse, ‘being with’ 

and not ‘looking at’ each other. A small example is already in place, right under 

our very noses, in Kakadu’s mimosa team, not accidentally nominated by nearly 

all my participants as the park’s best program.  

 

Can that little unit’s modus operandi be, as it were, photocopied and dropped into 

other areas of park work? No. For one thing, districts are charged with wider-

ranging responsibilities and more complex tasks, and they are comparatively less 

well resourced. And yes, the removal of administrative responsibilities from 

districts – perhaps relocating them to Darwin – would not only cost more, but also 

challenge conventional Western management wisdom that devolution of action 

and responsibility is more somehow efficient. The park service taking its training 

and coaching responsibilities seriously will cost more too. Cost more. Dirty words 

in these days of proclaimed public service efficiency.  And having the Board meet 

at times of the Aboriginal members’ own choosing, and with an agenda of their 

own making – well, that will probably cost more too. It’s all too hard; and too 

expensive, as Canadian anthropologist Marc Stevenson (2006:174) notes of 

state (non)response to similar dilemmas in North America. And so perhaps from 

this point we might look at the question: is Kakadu’s joint management regimen 

worth saving, at least in its present form? Because that may well be what is at 

stake here. 

 

Part of the answer to this question lies in the small section in the first chapter, 

devoted to the considerable number of things this park has contributed to 

Australia (and the rest of the world) in the now three decades of its life. Devised 
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to serve so many purposes, and instrumentally used over the years by 

successive governments to achieve numerous policy objectives, I suggest this 

park’s management has, if anything, over-achieved – and that much of its 

success has attracted more policy load, more management goals, and more 

tasks than have been good for it. It does already have a reasonably good budget 

to do what is asked of it by the state. I say only ‘reasonably good’ for three 

reasons: first, I have pointed out that some remedial actions might be instituted, 

but these cannot be instituted without resources; second, at about two thirds the 

size of Israel and Belgium, Kakadu is a huge area to manage; and third, because 

this park generates considerable economic activity. 

 

There are many ways of estimating such activity, of which I mention two here. 

One is that used by Tourism NT, the Northern Territory Government’s tourism 

agency, which I estimate would place the value of Kakadu’s tourism at about 

$230 million Australian dollars per annum (Haynes 2008). The other, a much 

more stringent estimate that values only extra economic production attributable 

to Kakadu (that is, it does not take into account the alternatives visitors would 

use if they did not go to this place), values the park at a much less impressive 

$A15 million (Tremblay 2007:vi). Even if this lower figure is used, I argue that the 

park’s current budget of about $A 20 million (including overheads) is small. With 

(at least) $15 million already paid for by the activity of tourists, the Australian 

taxpayer is ‘buying’ the conservation management of this huge national park, and 

all the international kudos that comes with World Heritage listing, for a very 

cheap $A5 million per annum. Any small increases in budget that might be 

necessary to alleviate the social stresses of the workplace are, by this logic, 

trifling – especially where they would be spent preserving the identity of an 

Australian icon. For Kakadu’s iconicity is trotted out, willy-nilly, whenever the 

Australian state is wishing to make a telling point about climate change, or 

heritage, or distinction of landscape. How strange it would be if there was an 

embarrassing collapse from within, say for lack of serious attention to something 

as banal as training and coaching, or for continued inattention to the tenuous 
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relationships between the people in the bush and in the district offices, managing 

joint management, the Kakadu mob. 

 

Joint management emerged as a practice – an act performed at Kakadu before 

anywhere else in the world – from the moment the land on which the park sits 

was granted to its traditional Aboriginal owners and leased back to the nation 

state. From that moment also, joint management became a reified issue, a thing, 

for discussion and debate. Much of that early debate took place around how ‘the 

model’ could be ‘improved’. Over the years those early advocates for such legal 

measures as provision for the Board of Management and additional conditions on 

the lease (e.g. AIAS 1984; Tatz 1982; Toyne 1994; Weaver 1991; Woenne-

Green et al. c 1994) succeeded in persuading the state to allow for the little 

nudges in jurisdiction and provenance that gave jointness its institutional look 

and feel. The evidence of this thesis is that such legal measures, although at 

times pivotal, have not delivered in ways that their advocates assumed they 

would. Indeed, the early ‘defenders of the status quo’ (Hill 1983; Hill 1985; Hill & 

Press 1994b), who pointed to the primacy of having suitable white staff to work 

with traditional owners, may well have been closer to the mark with their 

arguments. Yet, in satisfying both these conditions as it now does, Kakadu is not 

even close to the off stage ‘win-win’ situation of which Haller and Galvin (2008) 

write. 

 

Incongruence, incompatibility, and the substitutability effects that reside within 

some issues such as feral animal control are one thing. But, deeper down, 

adumbrated by public secrecy, méconnaissance, nostalgia and other devices we 

have noticed, lie the contradictions that members of the Kakadu mob negotiate 

on a daily basis: protection (conservation) versus use (recreation and tourism); 

history, race, and world view of the acting subjects; the pressures of 

governmentality and environmentality that stem from the area’s national park 

(and World Heritage area) status; the powers of the state and countervailing 

powers of traditional owners; and, most important of all, the contradictory 
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structures that unite and divide, and often confuse, the actors. These multiple 

contradictions make for a complex terrain. No wonder, then, that reminiscence 

and nostalgia have become such an insistent discourse. But what, precisely, 

were my fellow subjects saying, looking for, hoping for? Many of them were quite 

explicit in their understanding that the old days would not come back, 

understanding the futility of recollection in that sense. Yet it still goes on, and my 

argument is that it still goes on because what members of the Kakadu mob are 

required to do is hard, very hard indeed – and these discourses are at once a 

loud and mute expression of their distress – the distress of navigating all the 

contradictory structures and forces that define this place. Is there the possibility 

of remedy and relief? Yes, it is there, embedded in that cluster of humble 

phenomena – working in the bush together, co-creating the joint discourse, and 

‘being with’ rather than ‘looking at’ – that I see as the magic and promise of joint 

management.  





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Appendix 
  





Appendix 1: Some descriptions and definitions of joint management that have 
been used over three decades. 
 

Source Description or definition 
Aboriginal Land Rights Commission, conducted by 
Justice Woodward (ALRC 1974a: 91-93). 

Reconciliation of Aboriginal interests with 
those of conservation; employment of 
Aboriginal rangers and guides in protected 
areas; training and education of Aboriginal 
rangers; the establishment of a committee 
or advisory council or Board, on which 
Aborigines should not be out-voted; and 
Aboriginal ownership of the land (with lease 
to the park authority implied). 

Sally Weaver (1991:312-314), a Canadian 
anthropologist who studied Kakadu and Gurig (Garig 
Gunak Barlu) National Park on Cobourg Peninsula  in 
1983-85. 

‘Joint mechanisms’ for policy, planning and 
management defined as ‘formal power 
sharing’ (at each level) between the state 
and traditional owners. 

Donna Craig (1992:140), prominent academic lawyer 
writing for a 1991 conference on Aboriginal involvement 
in parks and protected areas, and using Kakadu as a 
case study. 

‘Joint management is the sharing of control 
of an area by two or more different interest 
groups. It aims to provide for the 
conservation of the park and to maintain its 
value to the traditional owners’. 

Press and Lawrence (1995:7) in Kakadu: natural and 
cultural heritage and management, the official 
‘background document’ about the park. 

Joint Management… ‘assured by 
legislation, conditions of lease, the plan of 
management and other management 
arrangements such as the establishment of 
Board of Management with a majority of 
Aboriginal members, and through day-to-
day management operations’. 

Park Management Plan for 1999-2004 (KNP&PA 
1998:8-9)  

Joint Management changes over time and 
there is no single model… [but here] it 
combines a legal structural framework, 
lease agreements [between state and 
traditional owners], and ‘continuing day to 
day relationship between park staff and 
traditional owners’. The document upholds 
the importance of trust between partners 
and commitment to Joint Management, and 
partners feeling comfortable in the 
relationship. Joint Management is about 
joint decision making and problem solving, 
and sharing responsibility for decisions. 

The discussion also highlights details of the 
lease agreements themselves. 

David Lawrence (2000:8-10), a consultant 
commissioned by Parks Australia to write a history of 
Kakadu’s establishment. 

‘…a negotiated and legally binding 
agreement…between indigenous owners of 
land and a national parks agency…Implicit 
in the concept…is an understanding…that 
indigenous owners share both day-to-day 
management and major decision-making 
roles within the national park.’  
Later in the book (p 241) Lawrence notes 
that     effectiveness is determined not by 
statutory and administrative structures but 
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measured by ‘Aboriginal empowerment, 
equity and social justice’. 

Director’s Annual Report 2004-05 (DNP 2005:40,75) – 
continued in 2005-06 and 2006-07. 

Joint Management cited as a key result 
area/outcome (proposed for future 
reporting), ‘…practised through: 

• implementation of lease provisions 
and prescriptions contained in 
management plans 

• implementation of relevant 
decisions made by boards of 
management 

• growing capacity and increasing 
participation of traditional owners in 
park management 

• positive, harmonious relationships’. 
Park Management Plan for 2007-2014 (KNP &DNP 
2007:7)  

Joint management is about Bininj 
(Aboriginal people) and Balanda (white 
people) working together, solving problems 
together, sharing decision-making 
responsibilities and exchanging knowledge, 
skills and information. 

Parks Australia website: 
(http://www.environment.gov.au/parks/k
akadu/management/joint-
management.html) (accessed 30 April 
2009). 

 
 

‘Joint management changes over time and 
there is no single model for jointly managing 
national parks. Joint management in 
Kakadu combines a legal structural 
framework set in place by the Environment 
Protection and Biodiversity Conservation 
Act 1999, lease agreements with the 
traditional owners of Aboriginal land in the 
park, and the continuing day to day 
relationship between Parks Australia staff 
and traditional owners. 

‘Parks Australia, the traditional owners and 
other Aboriginal people work continuously 
to refine and develop the process of joint 
management. The aim is to ensure that the 
joint management of the park is as effective 
as possible.’ 

 
Northern Territory Government, Department of Natural 
Resources, Environment and the Arts, park 
management website: 
(http://www.nt.gov.au/nreta/parks/manage/joint/index.ht
ml) (accessed 30 April 2009). 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

‘Joint management involves a partnership in 
which the Northern Territory Government, 
represented by the Parks and Wildlife 
Service, works together with Aboriginal 
Traditional Owners to manage parks. 

Responsibility and decision-making is 
shared so that: 

• the natural and cultural heritage of 
parks is preserved 

• visitor enjoyment and other public 
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benefits are provided 

• Traditional Owners’ benefit and 
their interests are taken into 
account.’ 

Toni Bauman and Dermot Smyth (2007:6) 
‘The term ‘joint management’… means the 
establishment of a legal partnership and 
management structure which reflects the 
rights, interests, and obligations of the 
Aboriginal owners of the park, as well as 
those of the government conservation 
agency, acting on behalf of the wide 
community.’ 
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