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2. Abstract 

The establishment of the fully staffed and resourced Christian school at the Warramiri 

Yolŋu, remote Indigenous homeland of Gäwa in northeast Arnhem Land is an impressive 

narrative of vision and resilience. However, even more impressive is the complex and 

profound philosophy of education that sits beneath this narrative and continues to supply 

the inspiration for Gäwa Christian School.  

The ‘on country’ perspective functions as the axiological foundation for the school, 

maintaining that true teaching and learning can only eventuate when the right people are 

living holistically together on their right land, utilising their right language. In 

contradistinction to the ex-Mission community centralisation or ‘hub’ town model of 

government educational planning, at Gäwa the priority remains firmly on children being 

raised on appropriate yirralka (clan home-land-identity centres) with their Warramiri Elders, 

and other appropriate Yolŋu, as determined through the gurruṯu (kinship) system. 

Furthermore, at Gäwa there is an emerging evolution of the philosophy to incorporate a 

‘through country’ emphasis, highlighting the land’s active role in the education process via 

the development of a seasonal-cycle digital curriculum.  

‘Bothways’ education was first expounded by Yolŋu educators in the 1980s, through the 

sharing of various metaphors from moiety and clan structures, ceremonial practices and 

water/food sources to explain how balanda (white) schooling systems should mirror the 

balanced and negotiated common ground where new knowledge can be produced in the 

Yolŋu cosmology. Despite the pressures of the standardised Australian Curriculum and the 

dominance of English literacy and numeracy benchmarks in the last decade, at Gäwa this 

traditional Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ approach is still pursued. Indeed, due to the transculturation 



8 
 

history that the Warramiri clan, in particular, have shared with waves of ‘outsiders’ to Yolŋu 

shores over many centuries (including Methodist missionaries, ‘Macassans’ and even older 

sea-faring visitors), the ‘Bothways’ epithet is an apt summary of the epistemological 

foundation of the school’s philosophy. At Gäwa, new metaphors have been supplied to 

renew this ‘Bothways’ approach from a distinct Warramiri perspective and multiliteracy 

pedagogies have been developed to integrate traditional Warramiri, Christian and balanda 

English literacy priorities into a synthesised learning environment. 

The elucidation of the ‘on country’ and ‘Bothways’ philosophy of the Gäwa Christian School 

is a significant project as it will assist future balanda and Yolŋu teachers to maintain the 

Warramiri vision in the local Gäwa context and supplies a model to grow a network of Yolŋu 

Christian homeland schools across Arnhem Land. In an era of increasing educational 

confusion and dysfunction in remote Indigenous Australia, the current research is a 

profound but clear example of an educational philosophy application functioning to support 

genuine Indigenous self-determination. 
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4. Introduction 

Gäwa is situated on Warramiri clan-estate land 

at the northern tip of Elcho Island. It is one of 

many, small-community, Yolŋu ‘homelands’ 

scattered throughout northeast Arnhem Land, 

Northern Territory, Australia. However, Gäwa 

is unique. It is one of the very few homelands 

with a permanently staffed, full-time teaching 

program, and the only one that formally identifies as a Christian school. Dating back many 

centuries, the Warramiri clan have a long history of engagement with ‘outside’ influences 

and visitors to Yolŋu lands, including key interactions with ‘Macassan’ traders and 

Methodist missionaries. This dissertation draws on these various influences and 

negotiations as well as outlining modern perspectives to elucidate the local Warramiri 

philosophy of education as it pertains to Gäwa Christian School. Having lived at Gäwa as a 

teacher for a few years, undertaken formal qualitative-data research with the community 

and collaborated with Elder Kathy Guthadjaka (Gotha) on the development of the 

‘Warramiri website’, I have bundled a number of interconnected themes and research 

projects together in this overarching dissertation on the educational philosophy of Gäwa 

Christian School. Specifically, foundational approaches of ‘on country’ and ‘Bothways’ 

education are explored with multi-literacy practices and digital development design serving 

as generative models of the philosophy in action.  

 

 

Figure 1: Gäwa, Northern Territory, Australia. 
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4.1 Context 

In 2009-2010, my family and I lived and worked at Gäwa (Figure 1), as I was the first ‘senior’ 

class teacher in the two-teacher school- Gäwa Christian School- which had been founded 

only five years previously. In fact, Gäwa as a settled community itself was then only a few 

decades old. However, Gäwa, as an ancestral estate of the Warramiri clan of the Yolŋu 

people has been used for inter-clan meetings, ceremonial ground, ‘Macassan’ trading 

negotiations and fertile hunting for countless generations. Yet, in balanda (white person) 

terms it is an isolated area, and it was only in the 1990s that a movement arose to cut a 

permanent road through the bush from the township Galiwin’ku, run school classes, 

establish a water supply, start building some houses and eventually to permanently live at 

the homeland, Gäwa (Gäwa Christian School, 2013). It is a story of vision, perseverance and 

commitment, based on an unwavering belief that education ‘on country’ at Gäwa for 

Warramiri children is of paramount importance for identity formation. Warramiri Elder, 

Kathy Guthadjaka (Gotha), was the first teacher at the Homeland Learning Centre operating 

at Gäwa, but formally connected to Shepherdson College, Galiwin’ku. Later, after various 

negotiations, the Warramiri Elders entered into a partnership with the (then) Northern 

Territory Christian Schools Association (NTCSA) and in 2004, the independent Gäwa 

Christian School was opened. The current research is, in essence, the attempt to elucidate 

the Warramiri Yolŋu philosophy of education as it pertains to Gäwa Christian School. The 

expression ‘Bothways’, which has a long and nuanced history in Yolŋu educational theorising 

in the Northern Territory and has been given some refreshment by Guthadjaka in more 

recent years, is the short-hand summary for a vital aspect of this philosophy. Furthermore, 

the ‘bothways’ appellation also aptly describes the intercultural and hybridity approach 

Warramiri have taken to various other ‘outside’ influences throughout their history. Hence, 
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expressed as an answer to the fundamental research question of what is the Warramiri 

Yolŋu philosophy of education at Gäwa, this dissertation is presented as ‘Gäwa Christian 

School: an ‘on country’ and ‘Bothways’ philosophy of education’. 

In my time living at Gäwa, balanda teachers would often use the phrase ‘best of both 

worlds’ when describing the community. It was very much a practical observation. Students 

at Gäwa were healthy and happy, sustained through traditional learning of the practical 

skills of hunting fish, stingray, mud-crab, crayfish and turtle as well as seasonal knowledge of 

bush foods and fruits. Yet, they were also participating in school with high attendance rates 

and were making clear progress in key English literacy and numeracy benchmarks. The 

Elders’ passion was well articulated; that Warramiri children should grow up strongly in their 

safe and secure homeland, maintaining a traditional Warramiri identity as well as gradually 

stepping into and enjoying a full balanda education (Guthadjaka, 2010, 2010b). Also, in my 

first few weeks of teaching at Gäwa, I was informed (by both Yolŋu and balanda) that we 

were a ‘two-way’ school. However, at that time, there were no policy documents nor other 

available literature at Gäwa to ascertain exactly what a ‘two-way’ pedagogy might entail. It 

was clearly implied that it revolved around the practical benefits (the ‘best of both worlds’ 

homeland living, as above), as well as the interplay of traditional language and culture with 

the ‘mainstream’ curriculum. As of 2009, this position was further complicated by the 

introduction of the nationally standardised Australian Curriculum and NAPLAN assessment 

regime. Nevertheless, in living in such a small and intimate community over the next few 

years, I had the privileged opportunity to discuss with and learn from the Gäwa Elders 

regularly. It became increasingly clear to me that there was a deeper ‘best of both worlds’ 

approach at work with the Warramiri, stemming from fascinating historical contact periods 

with a number of other non-Yolŋu groups. Thus, specific, current issues of language and 



13 
 

cultural maintenance, educational and epistemological foundations and even 

religious/cosmological frameworks were all framed through an historical lense of 

intercultural negotiation. I came to appreciate the depth and vitality of Warramiri education 

went well beyond sporadic ‘Language and Culture’ lessons, particularly through exposure to 

the array of resources Gotha had researched and compiled over many decades, to pass on 

this Warramiri knowledge and perspective. At some point in 2010, I heard the expression 

‘Bothways’ education and immediately considered it a catchy amalgam of the ‘two-way’ 

schooling and the ‘best of both worlds’ homeland approaches. Ignorance was bliss to a 

certain extent; I continued to experiment with literacy approaches for Warramiri and English 

with Gotha over 2009-2010 at Gäwa, naively unaware of the large body of theorising that 

had already been undertaken on ‘Bothways’ education in Yolŋu communities, from the 

1980s onwards. However, as it turns out, my first instinct proved reasonably prescient, for 

around the same time period, Gotha began to publicly explain and expand on her Warramiri 

educational philosophy in various conferences and presentations, consolidating the place-

based homeland pedagogy and aligning it with various metaphors and images of balanced, 

integrated curriculum and language usage (Guthadjaka, 2010, 2010b, 2012b, 2013). Many of 

these images became central to this dissertation. 

When my family and I left Gäwa, I was still very keen to maintain our relationships with the 

community, and to assist Gotha with the preservation of her priceless digital Warramiri 

resources. Having experienced the privilege and joy of utilising these resources in a 

‘Bothways’ fashion to some extent in literacy sessions, I was also committed to helping 

(wherever possible) the new generation of balanda teachers at Gäwa to integrate Gotha’s 

resources into a sustainable curriculum. Therefore, over the years 2011-2015, we began 

collaborating on theorising and structuring the ‘Warramiri website’ to both house these 
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resources and to reflect on how Yolŋu in remote homelands may take up and/or reposition 

digital technologies for the intergenerational transmission of traditional knowledge. In 2013, 

having by then read some of the first iterations of the ‘Bothways’ educational philosophies, I 

also began to formally research current Gäwa community perspectives on ‘Bothways’, 

including the place-based pedagogy (teaching ‘on’ and ‘through’ country) as well as 

Warramiri language maintenance/revitalisation aspirations. In a complex methodological 

positioning (discussed below), Gotha was both research participant and researcher. One 

particular moment, from the interviews from this community research in 2013, provided the 

direct inspiration for this dissertation. Gotha was re-telling the famous story of 

Djuranydjura, the Yolŋu ancestral dog who scorned the offers of the ‘Macassans’ when they 

sailed down to coastal Northern Territory for the trepang trade (Warner, 1937; Berndt & 

Berndt, 1989; McIntosh, 1994b, 2003). The translated excerpt from Gotha is as follows: 

That’s the Djuranydjura story… the ‘Macassans’ came here and built their houses and 

they said: ‘Do you want blankets?’ 

‘No, I have paperbark.’ 

‘Do you want some shoes?’ 

‘No, I have my feet.’ 

‘Do you want rice?’ 

‘There is food for me in the bush. I am looking after the land, so the land will take 

care of me.’ 

There are many Djuranydjura stories, ‘Macassan’ stories… Like the balanda, as they 

come in, their thinking is to build something here, in the Yolŋu community. But they 

don’t ask first “What do you need?” It’s just like they are bringing new ideas, from 

the ‘mainstream’. And they end up failing, feeling bad, packing up their things and 
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leaving. And they leave because they had come with their own thinking… And here, 

when balanda come into the school with a new law, they need to talk backwards and 

forwards, bring ‘both ways’ communication first. And then, we can move together.                                                                                                                        

And they changed their language there, from Gupapuyŋu to Warramiri because of 

the breeze. S/he (Djuranydjura) said: ‘I’m going to stay here at Ṉaŋinyburra’, because 

it was the wind that brought him this way. And so s/he stayed. Yes, we need the wind 

of the (Holy) Spirit, as a cleansing for us... Yes. 

The interviews in 2013 were all in Yolŋu languages- mostly Djambarrpuyŋu and Warramiri. 

Over 2009-2010 I had made decent progress in language acquisition, but even a few years 

later, it took me a long time, with much assistance, to transcribe and translate the interview 

data. Therefore, I had plenty of opportunity to meditate on the content. I came to the 

eventual realisation that this short excerpt, as well as clearly articulating a distinct position 

towards ‘outsiders’ and their new technologies, was a profound revelation concerning the 

Warramiri cosmology. In a succinct and powerful narrative, it was a synthesis of (in balanda 

terminology) anthropological, theological and pedagogical concerns. A centuries’ old Yolŋu 

narrative was applied to modern educational practice and layered with direct, 

contextualised/syncretistic Christian overtones. After some further reflection on my 

experiences, I realised that these three ‘disciplines’ were, in fact, consistently functioning 

‘bothways’ at Gäwa, and that a deep richness to the history and philosophy of the school 

and community could potentially be further explored using these three categories as a 

framework. That is, at first blush, the practical actions to establish Gäwa as a community 

itself, as part of the ‘homeland movement’ seems the impressive feat. It is a very inspiring 

story of vision and resilience; cutting roads, sleeping on the beach, digging bores, hunting 

for food and building permanent housing. It is also clearly a robust story of post-colonial 
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resistance to the centralisation of Indigenous communities and homogenisation of 

Indigenous languages and culture, a true tale of self-determination. However, the deeper 

story of Gäwa is even more impressive, that of Warramiri making various partnerships with 

influences and bodies (and within their own Yolŋu kinship clan connections) to retain their 

priorities. In fact, throughout this dissertation, I argue that Gäwa community is the latest 

manifestation in a much longer history of assimilating ‘outside’ influences and incorporating 

them into a newly defined, but ever-old, Warramiri identity. In an ironic twist considering 

the prevailing history of Australian interracial politics, Warramiri Yolŋu have truly been 

assimilating the best of ‘outside’ cultures (government educationalists, missionaries, 

‘Macassans’, and even older visitors) for generations, to genuinely provide the ‘best of both 

worlds’ for their kin. Thus, at both the practical, inspiring level and the intriguing academic 

one of intersecting disciplines, the history and philosophy of Gäwa Christian School is worth 

the telling. 

In terms of data collection, there have been three distinct phases over the last decade. 

Firstly, from when I was living and teaching at Gäwa in 2009-2010. Although at that point 

there was certainly no aspiration to develop a formal dissertation, I had the opportunity to 

learn both theoretically and practically of the Warramiri clan and be introduced to their 

cosmology and elements of their epistemological and pedagogical priorities. In particular, 

working closely with Gotha on Warramiri and English literacy approaches was a key 

introduction to the ‘Bothways’ philosophy of education. The second, most significant period 

were the years 2011-2015. I was still focussed on educational priorities, but Gotha and I also 

began investigating the particular challenges and initiatives around digital resources and the 

complex issue of attempting to structure a database or website to reflect a Warramiri 

cosmology. Also, in 2013, the formal interviews as qualitative data on educational 



17 
 

philosophy were recorded with the Gäwa community. Lastly, there were the years 2016-

2018, which focussed on some distinct historical data around the various narratives at Gäwa 

concerning sea-faring visitors, both ‘Macassan’ and even older waves of contact. During 

these years I was also privileged to be brought into a Charles Darwin University team 

working on the ARC funded project ‘Aboriginal Cosmology: what this means for women and 

gender public policy’, which was also focussed on Gäwa. Thus, these last few years have 

highlighted broader narratives and concepts, but remained profoundly relevant as a 

foundation for any discussion of educational philosophy. Formal ethics clearances were 

obtained through the CDU Human Ethics Committee for the 2013 research into community 

beliefs and the website development, the 2018 fieldwork concerning historical narratives 

from Gäwa and also in 2017 for the Aboriginal Cosmology project overall. Over this decade 

of collaboration, there have also been many informal visits back to Gäwa and innumerable 

conversations with Gotha both there and in Darwin. Without Gotha, there would be no 

Gäwa and certainly no dissertation, and it has been a joy to be part of the team working to 

support her garner critical attention and acknowledgement for her pioneering work. In 

2018, Gotha was awarded an honorary doctorate from Charles Darwin University, was an 

Order of Australia recipient and the NT Senior Australian of the Year. As is clear from the 

publications that follow, for all bar one, Gotha is acknowledged as co-author. 

Considering the clearly delineated chronological phases outlined above, it was tempting to 

structure the chapters along these lines, with publications presented in the order in which 

the issues were first encountered and developed. However, although that would neatly 

describe my own auto-ethnographic journey in relation to the Warramiri, to best outline the 

history and philosophy of Gäwa Christian School itself, a different structure has been 

chosen. Instead, I have begun with the work that best establishes why Gäwa as a settled 
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learning community exists, especially in relation to the historical homeland movement 

(publication #1), followed by a broad introduction to the Warramiri clan and their position in 

the overall Yolŋu cosmology (#2). A reflection on the complex adoption of Christianity 

follows, with particular reference as to why and how there is a Christian school at Gäwa 

(#3). From there we move to educational philosophy more explicitly. Within this sphere, 

there is a further progression from a broader discussion of ‘two way’ (#4) and ‘Bothways’ 

education (#5) as expressed at Gäwa, to specific applications of these understandings to two 

distinct fields; the multi-literacy approach (#6, #7) and the digital development process (#8, 

#9). In truth, all the works have been in development, to some extent, since my first years 

living at Gäwa. However, in line with the three phases outlined above, I have allocated the 

period that the substantive data collection and/or the major formulating of ideas occurred. 

Thus, the progression is: 

Theme Years Title 

Gäwa 2011-2015 1. School is home, home as school:  Yolŋu ‘on country’ 
and ‘through country’ place-based education at 
Gäwa (2019). 

 2016-2018 2. Warramiri cosmology: an introduction (2019). 

Christian 2016-2018 3. Adjustments, adaptations and awakenings: Yolŋu 
‘bothways’ contextualised Christianity and hybridity 
at Gäwa (2020). 

School 

 

Pedagogy 

2011-2015 4. Too many ‘two-ways’? ‘Gäwa is a two-way school’:  
clarifying approaches to remote Northern Territory 
Indigenous education (2019). 

 2011-2015 5. Renewing the Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ philosophy: 
transculturation education at Gäwa (2019). 
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Multi-literacy 2009-2010 6. Yuṯa Gonydjuy: the ‘New Wax’ Warramiri Yolŋu 
parable as transculturation literature and 
Lonydju’yirr Literacy at Gäwa (2019). 

 2009-2010 7. A Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ approach to English and 
Warramiri literacy at Gäwa (2019). 

Digital-

development 

2011-2015 8. The Warramiri website: applying an alternative 
Yolngu epistemology to digital development (2017). 

 2011-2015 9. Designing the Warramiri website: a bala-räli 
‘bothways’ duoethnography from the Yolŋu 
homeland of Gäwa (2019). 

 

It was considered that this set of publications would sufficiently meet the purpose of 

elucidating the history and philosophy of education of Gäwa Christian School. However, for 

completeness, it should be noted that two further publications are envisaged. Firstly, a 

reflection on the maintenance and revitalisation of the Warramiri language itself. This is 

most appropriate considering that 2019 was the UN International Year of Indigenous 

Languages and that we successfully applied for a team from Gäwa to be funded by the 

federal Australian government ‘Indigenous Languages and Arts’ program in 2019 to 

continue work on the Warramiri website/database as a long-term revitalisation strategy1. 

An article is drafted but, as yet, unpublished: ‘A world without Wolmay? Yolŋu Warramiri 

language revitalisation at Gäwa’. The title demonstrates a symmetry with the existing nine 

publications in that a larger, pertinent issue to Yolŋu philosophy (in this case clan language 

vs ‘dialect’) is briefly reviewed, and then a local Warramiri perspective on the issue is 

outlined as a form of symmetry or contrast with prevailing balanda educational practices. As 

it stands, this significant theme, of the primacy of Warramiri language is consistently 

                                                             
1 Indigenous Languages and Arts Program- ILA01800118-Warramiri Website. 
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weaved through the current nine publications. However, it is certainly worthy of its own 

separate consideration as it was regularly highlighted through all data collection phases. 

Secondly, the 2018 fieldwork on historical narratives from Gäwa is not reflected in the 

current publications list. This is largely due to the time required to prepare respectful and 

accurate transcriptions and translations of the ceremony/songs recorded and of the 

interviews and excursions undertaken with the Elders and school students. If it had been 

possible to complete this work in time, such a publication would have been placed in the 

‘Gäwa’ section as article (#3) in the list, highlighting, through more specific detail, the long, 

fascinating (yet enigmatic) intercultural history Warramiri have experienced at Gäwa and 

surrounding homelands. Much of this research engages with the extensive publications 

from anthropologist McIntosh (1996b, 1999, 2015), and, again, references to these works 

and this history is scattered throughout the current publications. Nevertheless, as 

fascinating and relevant as this topic remains, this distinct historical perspective has needed 

to remain a peripheral issue in my dissertation on the educational philosophy at Gäwa. 

 

4.2 Rationale 

The last decade has been an extremely challenging time for remote, Indigenous education in 

the Northern Territory. As the ‘two way’ publication (#4) particularly reflects upon, despite 

the long history in the Northern Territory of bilingual education, intercultural curriculum 

development, team-teaching and a number of other ‘two way’ pedagogical iterations, there 

is on-going controversy surrounding many of these approaches. The politicisation of funding 

for Indigenous education and the rhetoric around ‘Hub’ towns vis-à-vis homelands has also 

seen a dramatic decline in Indigenous control of local schooling systems. Undoubtedly, the 
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pressure from the mandated national assessment regime NAPLAN (National Assessment 

Program Literacy and Numeracy), and standardised curriculum expectations from ACARA 

(Australian Curriculum), has also contributed. Of course, the ill-fated  Compulsory Teaching 

in English for the First Four Hours of Each School Day policy was ushered in straight after the 

first Northern Territory NAPLAN results were released, and despite its demise, the 

devastating impact lingers. Indeed, having worked in the Northern Territory as a remote 

teacher in the Christian Schools sector, an English and Additional Language or Dialect 

(EAL/D) specialist in the Catholic Education sector, and as a lecturer at Charles Darwin 

University in Initial Teacher Education (ITE) over this last decade, I would sadly concur in 

that: ‘the dominant policy discourse in Indigenous education is one of deficit, failure and 

intractable problems, with a definition of educational success measured by comparison of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous scores on standardised literacy and numeracy tests’ 

(Disbray, 2017, p. 237).  

A potential amelioration for such a prevailing milieu is, I believe, to highlight well-conceived, 

complex but clear philosophies of education emanating from local Indigenous contexts. 

Gäwa certainly offers such a narrative. As is demonstrated throughout the publications, 

there are distinct links to historical and interclan dynamics, which determine the nature of 

schooling aspired to. Clearly, there are acknowledgements of the Yolŋu educators who 

blazed a path of educational reform from the 1980s, but there is also a willingness to move 

with the times in terms of digital technologies, new literacy approaches and independent 

school possibilities. The Gäwa narrative is genuinely an inspiring one, but from my prior 

work experiences, and current role at Nungalinya College, I have also come to appreciate 

that it is not a unique perspective. That is, through Guthadjaka’s persistence and willingness 

to engage with outside organisations and higher education bodies, the Gäwa story is 
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beginning to be well known, but many, many Indigenous communities and Elders hold 

similar aspirations and philosophies for their localised education practices. Thus, beyond 

benefitting Gäwa community itself, a further reason to pursue this dissertation was to 

demonstrate that despite the increasing pressure on remote Indigenous schools to be 

assimilated into standardised, national regimes, local communities can demonstrate 

profound philosophies of education compatible with 21st century best-practice pedagogies, 

if only given the opportunity to share them. 

Secondly, after living and working at Gäwa Christian School, and then collaborating on and 

observing school changes and policy implementations from the outside, I know how hard it 

is to maintain the ‘Bothways’ philosophy of holistic education, even if one is inclined to do 

so from a theoretical perspective. In fact, Gäwa has been privileged over the last decade 

with excellent long-term principals and relative continuity of staff, but it is still a consistent 

challenge to sustain the transmission of the original community vision for Gäwa in such a 

complex, cross-cultural dynamic. Thus, the research was also intended to further the 

established Yolŋu- balanda collaboration at Gäwa, by providing a multidisciplinary ‘history’ 

of the school’s approach, most particularly for the benefit of new balanda teachers. 

Specifically, it remains my hope that the dissertation will both celebrate the inspiring 

narrative, and assist future generations of balanda teachers at Gäwa to reflect and build 

upon the original vision of the school/community by appreciating the profound levels of 

partnership and cultural adaptation that are evident. Furthermore, it is hoped that in line 

with the ‘transdisciplinary’ and ‘generative’ methodologies (Christie, 2006, 2013) being 

pursued (which will be explored in the relevant methodological section) the research will 

also specifically contribute to ensuring current community perspectives are realised.  In fact, 

it has been most encouraging to see the development of formal policy documentation (for 
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the first time in the school’s history) and the progress to incorporate the pedagogy and 

digital resources of the Warramiri website into daily school routines and curriculum at Gäwa 

Christian School as generative outcomes of the research already, over the years 2013-2019. 

This is discussed further in the ‘Implications: Policy and Practice’ section at the conclusion of 

the Exegesis. 

In conclusion, to unpack the Warramiri philosophy concerning land, language, faith and its 

nexus with education, to share this inspiring and profound philosophy in the current deficit 

context, and to assist in the implementation of such a philosophy into a cycled curriculum 

for the Gäwa Christian School for years to come, were the fundamental rationales for the 

research. 

 

4.3 Significance 

The full significance of elucidating the Gäwa Christian School philosophy of education has 

emerged as the research years have progressed. As outlined above, the original inspiration 

for the research was to directly assist the Gäwa community, and I maintain that a clear and 

readable summary of the philosophy of education for future generations of balanda 

teachers should well play a crucial role in helping sustain the Warramiri vision. However, 

similar to a series of concentric circles, further broader outcomes have emerged over the 

years. 

Firstly, my literature review research around the first iterations of the ‘Bothways’ 

philosophy and the interrelated  ‘two-way’ education regimes coincided with my 

employment at Charles Darwin University (CDU) in an Initial Teacher Education (ITE) role 

focussing on preparing pre-service teachers for work in remote Northern Territory 

Indigenous schools. Through this experience, I quickly realised that despite the expression of 
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general good-will towards Indigenous perspectives from my lecturer colleagues, there was 

serious ignorance as to bilingual history/pedagogies and remote community aspirations. In 

particular, it became most apparent that the ‘Bothways’ philosophy was very poorly 

understood, almost certainly as it has morphed in meaning in line with the evolution of 

Batchelor Institute over the decades. Indeed, even within academic meta-data analyses, 

differing terms are used interchangeably and various muddled and over-lapping definitions 

are employed (Silburn et al., 2011; Bat & Shore, 2013). Of course, this confusion provided 

the direct inspiration for publications #4 and #5, attempting to clarify terminology and 

approaches of ‘two-way’ and ‘Bothways’ teaching and learning from a historical perspective, 

in comparison with current Gäwa perspectives. Thus, I am confident that for the broader 

remote Indigenous Northern Territory education context, publications #4 and #5, in 

particular, could be used well in pre-service teacher preparation. The articles offer some 

distinct clarification, whilst preparing teachers for the type of deep thinking and passion 

around intercultural education that is apparent at the local community level across the 

Northern Territory. Furthermore, the first iteration of the ‘Bothways’ approach shared by 

Yolŋu educators in the late 1980s made a radical and profound contribution to educational 

philosophy, but has largely fallen out of the academic discourse. There is great potential for 

a renewal of the approach to influence 21st century pedagogies. In fact, I have received 

some feedback on the usefulness of these articles from academics at a number of Australian 

universities since their publication, so this is an encouraging beginning. 

Secondly, moving beyond balanda teacher preparation at a theoretical level, there is also 

the real opportunity to utilise the Gäwa example- and this connected dissertation- as a 

model for the further expansion of actual, new homeland schools on Yolŋu country. This 

potential is discussed further at the conclusion of the Exegesis section as I consider 
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implications of the research in regards to current Northern Territory Christian Schools 

(NTCS) policy. Considering the number of homelands in northeast Arnhem land, the surety 

that the various Yolŋu clan nations share a similar philosophy of education and the general 

dereliction of duty by government to support homeland education (see publication #1 and 

#7), it is highly likely that further partnerships with Northern Territory Christian Schools 

could be made. Without overstating the case, a measured strategy to build a connected 

network of Christian homeland schools has the potential to transform the entire north-east 

Arnhem Land remote educational landscape. 

Thirdly, broadening out further again, the sad reality is that remote/very remote Indigenous 

education in the overall Northern Territory context is sorely under-researched and the data 

that has been collected points to a dire situation. As publications # 1 and #7 detail, there 

have been unequivocal research results on the health and wellbeing benefits of homelands, 

with ‘a growing body of evidence pointing to superior health outcomes for adults residing 

on homelands or outstations compared to those living in large Aboriginal townships’ (Kerins, 

2010). However, the experiences of children have not been adequately analysed, with ‘little 

longitudinal research to guide the development of evidence-based policy for 

homeland/outstation education’ (Kerins, 2010). Of course, research is also vitally necessary 

as the context of Indigenous bilingual/bicultural education is highly complex, and the needs 

so profound. The AEDC 2015 data presents 63.8% of school-commencing children from the 

relevant Galiwin’ku demographic as ‘developmentally vulnerable’ in two or more areas, 

compared to the national rate of 11.1%, and in the ‘Language’ domain particularly, 85.7% 

vulnerable, compared to the national 6.5% (Australian Early Development Census, 2016). A 

few years into formal education and the NAPLAN figures for Indigenous ‘Very Remote’ 

Northern Territory students are similarly alarming. For example, the 2015 Year 3 Literacy 



26 
 

results for students at or above national minimum standards are: Reading 27.4% and 

Writing 25.8% (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2015). These 

figures are disturbing, but do such standards tell the whole story of the (multi) literacy 

strengths and weaknesses of Indigenous children on homelands? Moreover, if sustained 

bicultural/bilingual programs are crucial to ‘best practice’ (see below), how can they 

practically be implemented? The significance of this Gäwa dissertation is the provision of a 

unique opportunity to engage with both the theory and practical implementation (in terms 

of multiliteracy and digital curriculum) of a rigorous and well-developed Indigenous 

philosophy of education. Undoubtedly, sustained change and improvement of education 

outcomes for remote Northern Territory Indigenous children must begin with genuine 

consideration of existing Indigenous epistemologies, axiologies and pedagogies- and this 

research offers a thorough model, a blueprint for expansion and an inspiration for future 

research. 

Lastly, there were many issues canvassed across the data collection phases, with key themes 

of cosmology, homeland education, intercultural curriculum, multiliteracy approaches and 

digital development all featuring. However, as noted above, although the pre-eminence of 

Warramiri language revitalisation is highlighted throughout the publications, it did not result 

in a stand-alone publication within this dissertation. As a partial corrective, and in 

conjunction with the corresponding section in publication #7, I will now briefly elaborate on 

the paramount importance of Warramiri clan language development as this is, undoubtedly, 

one of the major applications of the research at the national level. 

The role of language in Indigenous communities is readily acknowledged as fundamental in 

forming strong identity, with a strong correlation to improved health and educational 

outcomes. The House of Representatives Standing Committee concluded that ‘incorporating 
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Indigenous languages into the education system leads to an improvement in both Standard 

Australian English and Indigenous languages and can have many cultural, health and 

wellbeing advantages’ (House of Representatives, 2012, p.119). The Australian Medical 

Association (AMA) Indigenous Health Card also notes: ‘a strong sense of cultural identity 

and self-worth can be protective… strengthening that community, through capacity building 

that carries from one generation to the next’ (Australian Medical Association, 2013, p. 12). 

And the Federal government’s ‘Indigenous Language Policy’ acknowledges that ‘better 

targeting support for Indigenous languages as part of a broader national focus on 

Indigenous culture generally, will contribute to the overall well-being of Indigenous 

communities’ (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, p. 2). In the Northern Territory 

educational context, despite the controversy over many years concerning bilingual 

education, the most recent and extensive report into Indigenous Education confirmed that 

‘for students for whom English is not their first language, schools should provide a coherent, 

continuing, high quality first language program’ (Wilson, 2014, p. 115). It is also an issue of 

equity and international reputation as Australia has endorsed the UN Declaration on the 

Rights of Indigenous Peoples which explicitly states that: ‘Indigenous peoples have the right 

to establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in 

their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and 

learning’ (United Nations, 2008). Thus, the broad area of multilingual education and its 

relationship to children’s holistic health is of pressing national and international concern for 

research. Surprisingly, there is an apparent dearth of relevant research at both the national 

and international level, which enables effective evaluation of such multilingual education 

practices. The Menzies School of Health Research Report into ‘early years’ acquisition of 

English for Australian Indigenous students bemoans the confusion in terminology resulting 



28 
 

in a ‘paucity of studies reporting good empirical data or providing adequately described 

descriptions of the instructional approaches’ (Silburn, Nutton, McKenzie & Landrigan, 2011, 

p. 25). The Report’s major recommendation includes ‘the commissioning of formative 

research and in-depth case studies to inform specific policy and practice’ (Silburn et al, 

2011, p. xi). This call is echoed by Wilson who calls for ‘undertaking initial research to ensure 

that teaching programs and assessment instruments are effective with Indigenous students, 

including those in first language programs’ (Wilson, 2014, p. 21). The AMA also suggest the 

need for ‘culturally appropriate measures of early childhood development and wellbeing 

developed in collaboration with Aboriginal peoples’ and that a ‘greater emphasis should be 

given to action-based research in the form of projects developed for, and located within, 

local communities’ (Australian Medical Association, 2013, p. 12). Although the research with 

the Gäwa community does not exactly qualify as action-research nor involve quantitative 

data collection, it is still a timely and appropriate case-study and a response to this 

desperate plea for first-language research. Thus, in the era of ‘Closing the Gap’, there is the 

distinct potential to inform larger scale research and policy across remote Northern 

Territory and, indeed, throughout Australia, on this vital area of First Language 

maintenance/revitalisation programs and their links with self-determination policies. 

In conclusion, in line with my own expanded roles in remote education over the decade and 

growing appreciation of the national, academic context concerning Indigenous pedagogies, I 

am convinced that the significance of the research at Gäwa is considerable. There is 

potential to inform teacher-training regimes and academic clarity, Northern Territory 

Christian School policy and expansion of homeland schooling, overall Northern Territory 

remote schooling curriculum development and literacy outcomes and national discussions 

on the nexus between First Language maintenance and self-determination policy. 
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5. Literature Review 

As each publication required its own literature review to cover the specific background of 

the relevant theme (cosmology, homeland movement, ‘two way’ education etc.), it is not 

intended to develop a fully realised literature review. Conversely, there is some repetition of 

analysis undertaken here with the specific literature review sections found in the 

publications themselves. Nevertheless, utilising the structure inherent in the name Gäwa 

Christian School itself and the related framing from the disciplines of anthropology, 

missiology and education, an introduction to the relevant literature will now be canvassed. 

Further, specific elaboration and interaction with key sources can be found in the relevant 

publications. 

1. Gäwa 

- Who are the Warramiri? 

- Contacts: Bayini/Birrindyji, Maŋgatharra, Balanda 

-  Yolŋu Anthropology  

- The Octopus and Stingray agreement    

- The Homeland movement                                                                                    

2. Christian 

- The Methodist Mission at Galiwin’ku 

- Adjustments and Revivals: 1950s and 1970s 

- Yolŋu Theology: Father, You gave us the Dreaming                                                                                                                 

3. School 

- ‘Two-way’ Teaching and Learning 

- Yolŋu Digital Design 
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5.1 Gäwa 

5.1.1 Who are the Warramiri? 

To be clear; the Gäwa Christian School philosophy of education project is not de facto 

anthropological research. However, it is impossible to tell the story of the school without 

analysing the story of the Gäwa community itself, and for the story of Gäwa to be told, a 

clear understanding of the Warramiri specifically as a people/clan is necessary. 

Uncharacteristically, there is actually a sizable amount of academic texts concerning the 

Warramiri specifically, the yirritja clan of the deep water and the reef. This is almost 

exclusively due to the charismatic and enigmatic figure of David Burrumarra. In a lifetime 

spanning pre-Mission contact, all the way through to the 1990s debates on reconciliation 

and republicanism, Burrumarra lived through and contributed heavily to the incredible 

transformation of Yolŋu society in this period. But further than this, he actively courted 

balanda anthropologists and linguists, missionaries, teachers and doctors in a concerted 

attempt to both understand this new culture and, crucially, to enable it to understand and 

appreciate Yolŋu. Throughout this process, he organised for much sacred/secret knowledge 

of Warramiri to be made available to the general public. These were often highly 

controversial moments and a brief history of his collaboration with balanda academia helps 

establish some foundational concepts of the Warramiri relevant to the present research. 

A brief introduction into this complex and sensitive area is The Universe of the Warramirri 

(Cawte, 1993), a short collection of significant Warramiri artworks with accompanying 

exegetical notes. The crucial aspect of the work is that the designs, accompanying ‘stories’ 

and ceremony-songs were, up to then, largely secret/sacred from Warramiri women and 
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children, many other Yolŋu clans and certainly from balanda outsiders. Burrumarra 

reasoned it this way in the Prologue: 

Why have we done this? Why have we revealed our secrets?... We want to make this 

an entry for Aboriginal people to European culture, and an entry for European 

people to Aboriginal culture (Cawte, 1993, p. 1). 

This fundamental concept of engaging with the ‘Other’ and evolving to accommodate new 

ideas in a reciprocal relationship is key to Burrumarra’s and (possibly) generalised Warramiri 

epistemologies. Cawte continues on to outline the major ancestors and connections that 

comprise the riŋgitj (group of clan totems) of the Warramiri. The other major revelation in 

the book concerned the ancestors from the ‘lost iron age’: Bayini and Birrinydji. For 

Warramiri, Bayini (the woman) and Birrinydji (the man) came out of the land at Dholtji. They 

‘brought forth a line of people of special brightness and leadership, who discovered a new 

way of life, an era of minerals, of iron’ (Cawte, 1993, p. 43). In fact, not just iron, but the 

skills to fashion the metal into knives and to make boats and anchors as well as clothing and 

flags. This ‘age’ also included other innovations such as tobacco, liquor and gambling; but 

has now been lost. The reason for this is unclear and open for discussion-but one common 

question remains, ‘does an iron age bring about its own destruction?’ (Cawte, 1993, p. 45) 

Importantly, Warramiri are adamant that this lost age was pre-‘Macassan’ influence. They 

are aware that ‘scientists will say that we bought them from Macassans, in the trade on our 

coast. They are wrong! All this iron was here before, under Birrindji the smith’ (Cawte, 1993, 

p. 43).   

It should be emphasised that for Burrumarra, his collaboration with Cawte and all of this 

extensive revealing of sacred/secret Warramiri knowledge had a deeper purpose. As he 

explained in the Prologue, the revealing itself was a gesture of trust and adjustment, a 
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‘bothways’ dynamic of learning between Yolŋu and balanda. Indeed, it was not the first 

time Burrumarra had been involved in the intentional display of sacred designs or raŋga 

(objects). Almost forty years earlier, in 1957, Warramiri and Wangurri Elders (with a young 

Burrumarra as the key agitator and spokesman) had convinced many other clan leaders 

(both dhuwa and yirritja) to reveal many sacred designs, often combined with Christian 

iconography, on a number of carved and painted wooden posts- dubbed the ‘Memorial’. In 

his fascinating monograph on this ‘adjustment movement’ anthropologist Ronald Berndt 

attempted to unravel the complex and varied motivations behind the revealing of 

sacred/secret knowledge. Of Burrumarra personally, Berndt surmised that: 

On the one hand he wanted change from outside with greater rapidity. On the other 

hand he did not want them to overwhelm his own society and culture... If this loss of 

identity were to be avoided then some re-orientation of traditional life would be 

necessary (Berndt, 1962, p. 39). 

Thus, the movement was both a political statement and a deeply spiritual one; and I return 

to it in the next section when discussing the contextualisation and/or syncretism displayed 

by Yolŋu Christians. However, in essence, it was a ‘conscious attempt at redefining social 

organisation. The Yolŋu were to be a single unified block of clans and Christianity was put 

forward as legitimizing the unity of Dhuwa and Yirritja moieties. As a cooperative group, the 

Yolŋu would be in a stronger position to voice their demands vis-à-vis the Welfare 

Department, missionaries, and developers’ (McIntosh, 1999, p. 70). There were also very 

practical benefits desired too, almost seen as exchange for revealing the sacred knowledge; 

‘these are the most precious things we have (the raŋga). Why can’t we get a big school? 

(Berndt, 1962, p. 78). The ‘Memorial’ was an instant controversy with women and children 

rushing to the bush out of fear of seeing the sacred items and other clan representatives 
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seeking violent reprisals in the years that followed. Interestingly, in later years Burrumarra 

seemed to look back with ambivalence: ‘The Adjustment Movement was wrong but we had 

to do it...there is no pleasure looking back on it, but it served its purpose’ (McIntosh, 1994, 

p. 110). Despite this equivocation, to coincide with the Bicentennial of 1988, Burrumarra 

revealed another audacious plan: the ‘Flag Proposal’. He constructed a series of new 

‘national’ flag designs, with sacred Warramiri images of ancestors from the riŋgitj, but also 

two designs included the Union Jack, as the sacred symbol of the balanda. As described by 

anthropologist McIntosh who worked extensively with Burrumarra in this period, the central 

idea was that ‘Australia would have not just one but many Australian flags, each containing 

Aboriginal symbols relevant to the area in which it was flying’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 116). 

There was on-going controversy again, from both sides, over the representation of sacred 

designs and the unsanctioned use of the Union Jack. The design itself was never turned into 

a flag, it appears.  

 

5.1.2 Contacts: Bayini/Birrinydji, Maŋgatharra, Balanda 

The pertinent issue throughout these movements is the long-term, clear intention of 

Burrumarra to continually incorporate ‘outside’ influences into Warramiri understanding, 

whilst simultaneously striving to maintain traditional knowledge and even to expand the 

‘outside’ world’s knowledge of Warramiri. In this sense, Burrumarra spoke of the flag 

initiative as a ‘Treaty’ proposal and the culmination of the ‘adjustment movement’ as a path 

of reconciliation: 

Birrinydji in the past dictated that we must honour him and follow his law...Today, 

people live as one group. ‘Black’ can marry ‘white’ and vice versa...We live by a new 

law. Our histories have merged (McIntosh, 1999, p. 75). 
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Indeed, Burrumarra’s collaboration with McIntosh forms the last, and most significant, 

academic literature concerning Warramiri cosmology and ontology. What began as clear 

admiration and biographical essays of Burrumarra (McIntosh, 1994) evolved into a detailed 

and revealing doctoral thesis (McIntosh, 1996b) through to a monograph concerning 

Warramiri cosmology in the context of the Australian reconciliation movement (McIntosh, 

1999). McIntosh’s work culminated in a string of fascinating articles directly inspired by his 

work with Burrumarra, but enhanced by recent archaeological and historical discoveries. In 

a helpful fashion, over thirty of these articles have been collected in book form in the 

appropriately named Between Two Worlds: Essays in Honour of the Visionary Aboriginal 

Elder, David Burrumarra (McIntosh, 2015). There is a veritable wealth of revealing and at 

times, controversial information in these works, which I return to regularly at relevant 

stages in the publications. But overall themes include the Birrinydji/Bayini stories and their 

relation to potential historical realities at Dholtji, the accompanying interaction with Islamic 

beliefs through the ‘Macassans’, the large-scale adoption of Christianity, and the current 

understanding around ceremonies and songs concerning flags, masts, dogs and anchors as 

evidence of the assimilation of outside influences into pre-existing Warramiri cosmology. 

McIntosh also lists a great many more totems relevant to the Warramiri. They are far too 

detailed to cover adequately in this literature review, but he shows how virtually all are 

shared with other clans to some degree. There are animals, plants, fruits, winds and 

manufactured objects included, some are linked with very specific Warramiri sites, some are 

‘creational’ beings in their own right and some tell the ‘outside’ stories of treaties or land 

transactions with other clans (McIntosh, 1996b, p. 62-80).  
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5.1.3 Yolŋu Anthropology 

Of course, the era of contact with the ‘Macassans’ has been studied by a range of other 

anthropologists and historians. Whilst not always bearing direct relevance to the Warramiri 

clan specifically, there is important information from early fieldwork from Warner (1937), 

Thomson (1949), Berndt and Berndt’s Arnhem Land: its history and its people (1954) and 

Macknight’s classic study The Voyage to Marenge’ (1976). Of particular importance is the 

extent of ‘Macassan’ influence on Yolŋu culture and whether the Bayini/Birrinydji cycles and 

songs emanate from this era or an earlier one. Also, more recently, Morphy (and Morphy), 

initially working with the Yirrkala community regarding art, have also noted the ‘bothways’ 

adaptability and integration of Yolŋu knowledge practices. In relation to religion (2005), 

science (2003), homelands (2008) and, in particular, evolving funeral practices (2012, 2016) 

they have begun to expound a more general theory of ‘relative autonomy’ whereby: ‘both 

within Yolngu society and in its articulations with the encompassing world, this autonomy 

has always been relative rather than absolute… rather than becoming “intercultural,” 

Yolngu systems and subsystems remain relatively autonomous. They change in response to 

external pressures while maintaining their own distinct trajectories’ (Morphy & Morphy, 

2013, p. 177). Such a position is similar to that of Rudder who also argues ‘that the Yolŋu 

Cosmos is a viable and living structure, which while as the Yolŋu say of it that it "is 

unchanging" yet it is capable within that "unchangingness", of constant adaptation to 

changing circumstances and experiences while at the same time providing stability and a 

secure perception of identity through that change’ (Rudder, 1993, p. 33). In a similar vein, 

Bos attempts to set the system out as a series of logical premises as an interplay between 

new ‘outside’ information and ‘inside’ reality; ‘that which is new and true is simply a 

revelation of what has always been’ (Bos, 1988, p. 371). Keen (1994) takes the argument 
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even further in a study of Yolŋu ‘religion’, arguing that generally accepted categories of 

kinship, land, clan and ceremony were far more flexible than early anthropologists 

suggested. For example, in relation to land boundaries, he argues that ‘the social and 

religious geography… was ambiguous and contested, clearly focussed (if disputed) here, 

fuzzy and undefined there’ (Keen, 1994, p. 105). He also concludes with similar sentiments 

concerning the other anthropological categories and thus overall, for a contested, 

negotiated and flexible Yolŋu cosmology. Publication #2, in particular, expands on this 

introduction to Warramiri cosmology. 

 

5.1.4 The Octopus and Stingray agreement    

Lastly, Warramiri identity cannot be properly understood without a brief reference to what 

constitutes a distinct Yolŋu clan. There is some historical confusion here as early 

anthropologists used differing terms to group clans together and there is also the question 

of mala (group sharing bodies of law) and matha (language). There remains on-going 

anthropological debate as to the intrinsic qualities of a ‘clan’ and if they are as rigid as often 

portrayed (Keen, 1994). Warramiri, literally meaning the ‘high red cloud’ (Cawte, 1993, p. 

106) can refer to both mala and matha. There are also at least two ‘branches’ or perhaps 

‘streams’ of Warramiri people. McIntosh records it as ‘Warramiri-Budalpudal, whose 

homeland is Dholtji, and the Warramiri-Mandjikay, who are linked to Maṯamaṯa and Gäwa’ 

(McIntosh, 1996b, p. 24). There is also a difference in language between the branches, a 

further dialectical marker (Aboriginal Resource and Development Services, 2015). McIntosh 

also notes that there used to be other Warramiri mala and that the two existing branches 

maintain separate homeland centres. However, the Gäwa Christian School logo shows a 

clear ‘partnership’ of these two branches, with the octopus and stingray together. There is a 
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sensitive history to this arrangement, which is an issue that I had first thought would be 

canvassed during the research, but remains a story to be told at a later date. More 

generally, it is clear that all Yolŋu clans are related to each other in various kinship patterns, 

some of the famous ones being the yothu-yindi and märi-gutharra, which entail reciprocal 

caretaker and manager responsibilities over land sections and ceremonial affairs (Aboriginal 

Resource and Development Services, 2015). Thus, as distinct as the history of Gäwa is set 

out to be, there will be interwoven stories and rights of other clans that need to be 

respected and permissions were sought for when it came to public dissemination of 

information.  

 

5.1.5 Homeland movement 

The Yolŋu homeland movement, sometimes also joined into the larger ‘outstation’ 

movement, has an interesting history that is also relevant to the broader Gäwa narrative. 

Publications such as People on country, vital landscapes, Indigenous futures (Altman & 

Kerins, 2012) and Experiments in Self-Determination (Peterson & Myers, 2016) tell some of 

the tale across a national perspective and early reports such as the Return to Country: the 

Aboriginal homelands movement in Australia (Blanchard, 1987) still provide excellent details 

on community motivations, at least from a balanda perspective. Recent research has 

focussed on homeland benefits for natural resource management (Douglas, 2011), health 

outcomes (Andreasyan & Hoy, 2009), cost-benefit analysis (Mooney, 2009), and social 

capital (Christie & Greatorex, 2004) amongst other issues. In the first iteration of Batchelor 

College and its Ngoonjook journal, there was also much discussion amongst Indigenous 

educators around both secondary and tertiary education being provided ‘on country’ (Livett, 

1988; Marika-Munuŋgiritj et al., 1990; Biritjalawuy, 1993). Such priorities have not been 
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forgotten as Mr Mark Yiŋiya Guyula’s maiden speech to the Northern Territory parliament in 

2016 testifies: 

Yolŋu children on homelands do not have equal access to education, qualified 

teachers attending every day and working with Yolŋu teachers and community to 

develop bilingual, bicultural curriculum, and for the children that is created on 

country and taught through Yolŋu language and culture, discipline, rehabilitation, 

educating young men and women towards being responsible, respectful parents and 

future leaders (Guyula, October 18, 2016). 

 The Gäwa homeland story reflects much of this background, but is also fashioned by the 

particular mission methodology of Harold Shepherdson at Galiwin’ku who supported 

homeland living and facilitated Yolŋu to remain on their ancestral estates from the very 

early 1950s. Anthropologists (Berndt & Berndt, 1988, p. 46; Bos, 1988, p. 160; Rudder, 1993, 

p. 4), historians (McKenzie, 1976, p. 175; Edwards & Clarke, 1988, p. 196;  Kadiba, 1998, p. 

146) and the Shepherdsons themselves (1981, p. 35) have all acknowledged their pioneering 

role in the ‘movement’. However, Gäwa’s emergence as a homeland where people 

permanently live and learn on/from country is a particular Warramiri story that emerges 

throughout the research. Indeed, there are other specific stories around Gäwa such as the 

reason behind its name (‘Macassan’ origin meaning ‘home of the King’), its relationship to 

other sites also named Gäwa on the mainland, and some World War 2 stories emanating 

from there (Booth, 1988). It was envisaged that one or two publications focussing on the 

‘history’ of Gäwa would be produced contextualising the practical story via the background 

of the interactions with Bayini/Birrinydji, ‘Macassans’, missionaries, war, homeland 

movement and the Warramiri intra-clan negotiations. As it turns out, and was mentioned in 

the ‘Introduction’, the majority of this historical material has not found its way into this 
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dissertation, but publication #1 certainly focusses on the profound, place-based educational 

foundation for the school. 

 

5.2 Christian 

5.2.1 The Methodist Mission 

When living at Gäwa in 2010, I once heard a balanda at Galiwin’ku describe Gäwa Christian 

School as the ‘grandchild’ of the Elcho Island Mission. Upon reflection, there appears to be 

some truth to that observation at a number of levels. Certainly, the history of the Methodist 

missions in Arnhem Land and Elcho Island particularly, is clearly a vital backdrop for telling 

the history of the Gäwa community. There have been positive overviews of the Missionary 

era (McKenzie, 1976), more disparaging ones (Dewar, 1992) and an excellent critical analysis 

(in both senses of the term) of overall Mission policy and missiology (Kadiba, 1998). Kadiba’s 

thesis, in particular, traces the complicated historical process of the Missions, from 

colonisers in their own right, to helping facilitate an appropriate contextualised Yolŋu 

theology. There have also been recollections and reflections from missionaries themselves. 

Many of these are quite brief and self-effacing such as Shepherdson (1981) and Thornell 

(1986), and/or deal with lay-anthropological concerns (Chaseling, 1957) or political 

movements (Wells, 1982). Some of Webb’s publications (1934; 1938) and Wearing’s (2005) 

biography of influential teacher and linguist Beulah Lowe are the most revealing in terms of 

gaining insights into the mindsets of the early missionaries and the interplay with 

Christianity and traditional Yolŋu beliefs. An important factor to note at this introductory 

stage is to acknowledge that the relatively enlightened Mission policies in relation to 

traditional languages, homelands and the integration of ‘culture’ with Christianity meant 
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Yolŋu faith and theology developed in a distinct fashion (Bos, 1988; Berndt & Berndt, 1988; 

Rudder, 1993; Kadiba, 1998). Instructions from the influential Superintendent Webb to all 

Methodist missionaries from as early as 1938 ‘to distinguish between what is essentially 

part of the Christian revelation… and what belongs merely to our own cultural forms’ 

(Webb, 1938) certainly set the tone regarding issues of where/when/how religious 

contextualisation morphs into syncretism in Yolŋu theologising. Publication #3 considers 

these issues extensively. 

 

5.2.2 Adjustments and Revivals: 1950s and 1970s 

As mentioned above, the seminal work on the very public attempt at synthesis between 

Christianity and traditional Yolŋu cosmology at Galiwin’ku in the 1950s is Berndt’s 

Adjustment Movement in Arnhem Land (1962). There is much to draw on there in terms of 

the initial theorising around ‘bothways’ Christianity. Many other anthropologists have also 

reflected back on this period as they consider broader topics of Yolŋu cosmologies and 

religious practices (often beginning with Berndt’s work) but making new connections. 

McIntosh (2004) highlights the revealing of ‘inside’ narratives and the subsequent, strategic 

usage of ‘naming’, whereas Keen (1994) links the movement within a broader 

accommodation of regional rites and a move to universalism within Yolŋu society. Bos 

(1988) emphasises the political/religious leadership of the Wangurri and Warramiri clans 

(which continued in the 1970s revival), whilst Rudder (1993) notes Yolŋu themselves refer 

to the time as a ‘first revival’. The ‘Memorial’ was not the only Yolŋu initiative along similar 

lines, the famous bark painting petitions first featured in the Yirrkala church (Wells, 1971) 

were not originally a political statement: ‘the real reward was in the religious and spiritual 

sphere; it was a blessing they sought from the Christian head of Church as they understood 
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it, and an acknowledgement that what was revealed on the art boards was peculiarly theirs, 

and the boards were symbols’ (Wells, 1982, p. 74). In fact, Morphy has called the panels 

‘explicitly syncretic’ (Morphy, 2005, p. 48), perhaps in contrast to the Memorial, which 

functioned at a number of different levels, but required Yolŋu interpretation. Whereas, 

Berndt & Berndt with over thirty years to reflect on these movements, concluded that these 

movements ‘do not represent syncretism, per se… (but) an interchange of ideas, and more 

flexibility for cross religious adaptation’ (Berndt & Berndt, 1988, p. 51). Thus, this 

fundamental issue sits at the core of this section of the research, has a long history and 

forms the core of publication #3. 

The other significant ‘movement’ was the evangelical/charismatic ‘Revival’ of the late 1970s. 

Bos’ doctoral thesis (1988) is a direct analysis of this quite remarkable time and offers a 

number of pertinent reflections. Similar to McIntosh’s work regarding Warramiri identity, 

Bos’ analysis of this ‘second revival’ is crucial to the current research; significant Gäwa 

members see the community as an extension of many of the key principles emerging from 

this time. The key issue of contextualisation vs syncretism is also explicitly raised in Bos’ 

thesis with a range of examples from the new ‘form’ of Christian worship evidenced through 

the movement, to integrated forms of baptism and Eucharist with Yolŋu ceremonies, to Old 

Testament and ‘Dreaming’ narrative interplay and cross iconography. Blacket’s book Fire in 

the Outback (1997) is another text directly dedicated to this history and all the other major 

balanda theorists and historians already mentioned also give this explicitly evangelistic 

movement considerable attention. One of the strategies of the research was to informally 

present some of the more controversial conclusions and quotes from these works to Yolŋu 

Christians at Gäwa, to ascertain how accurately they believed such statements described 

current understandings. 
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5.2.3 Yolŋu theology: Father, You gave us the Dreaming 

Both for Yolŋu and at the academic level, there is considerable debate concerning this 

burgeoning Yolŋu ‘bothways’ theology. Some argue that maintaining Yolŋu ceremonies and 

traditional beliefs is a form of integration that is not permissible as ‘Christianity offers no 

room for compromise or syncretism: it rejects a collaborative existence within a network of 

other relative authority systems’ (Kelly, 2014, p. 371), and that ‘the two-way theology which 

is really ‘one-way’ (Madayin’s way) can only contain an internal integrity or consistency if 

the elements of Christianity that are included are done so selectively. This is exactly what 

has occurred in Arnhem Land’ (Kelly, 2014, p. 401). Other works argue that Yolŋu ontology is 

akin to a ‘nominalist position with respect to the knowledge practices… from this point of 

view there is no such thing as ‘cross-cultural knowledge production’ or a ‘bothways 

philosophical dialogue’ (Verran & Christie, 2011, p. 33), implying that in the adoption of 

Christianity as a meta-narrative, irrevocable change to a traditional Yolŋu cosmology has 

occurred. Nevertheless, at Gäwa there exists an assertion that ‘bothways’ together is 

intellectually possible and compatible with both evangelical Christianity and traditional 

Warramiri ceremonial life. Such a philosophy has been expressed explicitly in the past; the 

key text emanating from the late 1970s revival was Rev. Djiṉiyiṉi Goṉḏarra’s Father, You 

gave us the Dreaming (1988). It was a discerning dynamic, integrating the Bible, traditional 

cosmologies and present-day revelations: ‘we are prepared to throw away any wrong 

interpretation of the creator spirit which the Holy Spirit now reveals to us. We are trying to 

help our people understand that it was the God of the Bible who was effective in Aboriginal 

history and dreaming’ (Gondarra, 1988, p. 8). This was not the only significant writing he 

produced on the topic with other publications focussing on the impacts of freedom and 

Pentecost (1986), western colonisation on theology (1987),  ancestral journeys and 
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revelations (1992) and traditional Indigenous religious frameworks (1996). All deal with an 

overriding concern for establishing a genuine, Indigenous Yolŋu theological framework. 

Some balanda theologians have taken this Yolŋu ‘bothways’ approach seriously and added 

relevant considerations. Clarke’s book (2010) on his long-term collaboration with Gatjil 

Djerrkura contains passages bearing on this area, and works by anthropologists Schwartz 

(2006, 2007, 2010, 2010b) and Magowan (1999, 2001, 2001b, 2003, 2005) who both 

conducted significant periods of fieldwork at Galiwin’ku directly address the religious life of 

community members. Magowan’s articles in particular concern this ‘bothways’ area, articles 

such as Syncretism or Synchronicity: remapping the Yolngu feeling of place (2001b) 

indicating the kind of discussion involved. She has employed some idiosyncratic terms to 

capture the process, such as ‘resacralising’: ‘the sacred qualities given to the world and 

everything in it, which were originally imparted by the Ancestral Law and expressed in song, 

continue to be resacralised by Yolngu Christians in order to rework agreed truths and to 

reshape their religious heritage as they encounter additional revelations through 

Christianity’ (Magowan, 1999, p. 33). Some of the Gäwa community members were directly 

involved in these research periods and thus, many aspects of Schwartz’s and Magowan’s 

arguments form initial entry points into the current research. Certain writings emanating 

from the cross-sector (Anglican, Catholic, and Uniting Church) Indigenous theological 

institute, Nungalinya College are also directly relevant. Writings from Carrington (1987; 

1987b) and Nichols (1987) address contextualisation practices explicitly and various sections 

within Nungalinya’s Occasional Papers series make mention of discussions and debates that 

were clearly occurring in the context of the College in this era. Beginning work at Nungalinya 

College in 2019 myself certainly facilitated my understanding and access to these sources. 
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5.2.4 International Missiology 

Of course, the missiology material concerning contextualisation/syncretism at the 

international level is considerably vast. In the post-modern, post-colonial world, issues of 

how Indigenous peoples and indeed, large majority groups are managing to accommodate 

traditional belief systems with, at times, centuries of European-style Christian influences is a 

very large and diverse topic. I have restricted myself to approaches deriving from an 

evangelical perspective (as this characterizes the early Methodist missionaries and the vast 

majority of Yolŋu Christians I have met) and have specifically searched for works which 

generate schemas or templates in outlining various approaches, rather than works which 

describe in detail the approaches in specific locales. Thus, works from Hesselgrave & 

Rommen (1989), Van Rheenan (2006), and Moreau (2012) were most useful. The works of 

Hiebert (1984, 1999) on ‘critical contextualisation’ and Shaw’s formulation of ‘hybridity’ in 

missiology (2010, 2018) also align well with the Yolŋu approach. Publication #3 utilizes these 

models and explicitly relies upon hybridity as a recent term in missiological studies 

highlighting that ‘both the messenger and the recipient change as a result of understanding 

God’s presence in a context where both are aware of their perceptions. When the two 

interrelate, however, a new expression emerges, and each learns from the other’ (Shaw, 

2018, p. 9). Overall, the intention of this section of the research was to accurately describe 

the Warramiri Yolŋu ‘bothways’ theology at Gäwa and to position their approach on the 

sliding scale of contextualisation/syncretism as is generally accepted in the international 

literature on evangelical approaches to Christian missiology. 
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5.3 School 

As has been canvassed, there is significant literature emanating from both anthropological 

and theological/missiological fields relevant to Gäwa Christian School. However, the 

pedagogical and/or philosophy of education material is undoubtedly the most prodigious. 

Established in 2004 in partnership with the Northern Territory Christian Schools, Gäwa 

Christian School is an independent organisation, distinct from the other ‘homeland centres’ 

functioning out of Shepherdson College, with no formal connections to either the 

Department of Education, or the Uniting Church. Nevertheless, in terms of a historical 

background, the Methodist Mission school history, the shift to formal bilingual education in 

the 1970s and the interplay with the ‘Bothways’ educational philosophy in the late 1980s, all 

remain directly relevant. Indeed, it is pertinent to emphasise that despite the incredible 

amount of change since the 1950s, in terms of generational impact (as the life of 

Burrumarra demonstrated), many of the Gäwa Elders clearly recall their own schooling from 

the Mission days and have strong opinions on the changing educational policies since then. 

Although not necessarily linked to education, I have also included a review of the literature 

pertaining to digital databases and websites interaction with Indigenous Knowledge systems 

in this section, as at Gäwa the ‘Warramiri website’ in intrinsically linked to the school. 

 

5.3.1 Two-Way Teaching and Learning 

During my time teaching at Gäwa, the term ‘two-way’ or bala-räli (backwards and forwards) 

was often utilised, as it seemed to capture the fundamental Yolŋu epistemological approach 

of negotiation and consensus in terms of knowledge practices. However, it became readily 

apparent that the expression ‘two-way’ in the broader Indigenous education sphere has 
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come to stand for a number of quite distinct, and differing approaches; from Indigenous 

perspectives, to learning styles, team-teaching, bilingualism, intercultural curriculum, and 

even separate ‘domain’ applications. The fact that all of these approaches were in evidence 

at Gäwa (to differing extents), is the essence of publication # 4. However, as it was largely in 

the ‘language’ and ‘culture’ realm that the expression arose, the discussion below is 

confined to an overview of bilingual and bicultural pedagogies. 

- 5.3.1.1 Bilingual Education 
 

In the Northern territory, the terms ‘bilingual education’ or ‘Two-Way’ learning are used for 

‘mother tongue medium’ programs, that is, programs where children are taught for the first 

few years of school by teachers, or teams of teachers who use the children’s home language 

to teach them, along with explicit teaching of oral SAE’ (Simpson, Cafferty, & McConvell, 

2009, p. 9). The bilingual approach is not, in fact, the only concept referred to as ‘two-way’ 

learning, see publication #4. Nevertheless, this does remain the most dominant and 

controversial definition. To be precise, even within the bilingual approach there are a 

number of models, depending on whether first language literacy is incorporated or only oral 

language development, and whether (and how) a ‘step’ model is implemented with teaching 

in English gradually increasing in percentage each year, as the language of instruction 

(Devlin, 2011). Likewise, even the terminology of bilingual education quickly became 

inappropriate in many Yolŋu contexts (Bepuka et al., 1993, p. 69) and was ‘quietly 

discarded, along with the idea of using the mother tongue alone for initial literacy… any of 

more than a dozen Yolngu Matha languages have become accepted as equally useful in 

initial literacy’ (Gale, 1994, p. 199). Manifestly, the history of bilingual education is a 

fascinating and complicated one, with political, linguistic, sociological and educational 

theories all involved. Indeed, as a specific area of historical educational research, it is a 
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powerful example of the interplay (or lack thereof) between government policy 

development, pedagogical theory and actual data/evidence supporting rationale for change. 

Brian Devlin, with long-term experience as both remote School Principal and Professor of 

Bilingual Education at Charles Darwin University has spent decades outlining and, at times, 

challenging the rhetoric and shifts in policy and financial support for bilingual education 

(Devlin, 2009; Devlin, Disbray & Devlin, 2017). However, for present purposes, we must 

leave aside this theoretical framework, the complexities of language maintenance vs 

language revival and whether there was any justification to downscale support (see Devlin, 

2009; 2010; Simpson et al., 2009). Suffice it to say, some schools in the Northern Territory 

still function under the ‘step’ bilingual model, including Shepherdson College at Galiwin’ku. 

The proximity to Gäwa and the fact that all Elders were educated at Galiwin’ku and current 

students often ‘orbit’ between the two schools, means the on-going bilingual controversies 

remain highly relevant. 

- 5.3.1.2 Intercultural Education 
 

Two-way in the sense of an exchange between Europeans and Aborigines involved... the 

‘two-way’ alternative here is based on the concepts of a two-way flow in reciprocity and 

exchange between groups’ (McConvell, 1981, p. 62). 

Although the formal bilingual policy was the most well-known, from the early 1980s there 

were moves to establish something even more radical; an intercultural school system. In 

fact, the first balanda academic mention of the phrase ‘two-way’ in the Northern Territory 

context (as above) had this deeper epistemological exchange idea in mind (McConvell, 

1981). To some extent, the concept was introduced in contrast to bilingual education and 

was positioned as a ‘grassroots’, Indigenous initiative. A ‘two-way’ school should involve 

learning the three Rs, but would also focus on the passing on of traditional Language and 
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Culture. But even more importantly, the school should acknowledge existing Indigenous 

epistemologies and processes of negotiation; ‘knowledge will only come together if there is 

respect for our knowledge and where Aboriginal people are taking the initiative, where we 

shape and develop the educational programs and then implement them’ (Wunuŋmurra, 

1989, p. 12). There is some confusion worth noting here, as it has been argued in a well-

researched meta-data analysis that ‘Bothways’ ‘has been used for some time in the 

Australian context as a synonym for ‘Two way’’ (Silburn et al., 2011, p. 24), whereas ‘both-

ways’ as a set-phrase is now predominantly linked to Batchelor Institute’s iteration of its 

overall framework of education and governance (Ober & Bat, 2007). However, originally, 

‘Bothways’ had a specific application (White, 2015) regarding curriculum design and 

implementation and was best elucidated in a string of fascinating articles by Yolŋu pre-

service teachers whilst studying at Batchelor College, as it was then known. These articles 

contained numerous ‘metaphors’, applying traditional Yolŋu concepts and inter-moiety/clan 

negotiating patterns to this new enterprise of pursuing traditional knowledge and culture 

within the mainstream schooling experience. It was a concerted attempt to move beyond 

questions of curriculum content and pedagogy even, to attempt a genuine epistemological 

exchange, to find some common ground to create an ever-new environment for student 

learning. Thus, many reiterated the concept of ‘two-ways’, utilising traditional 

understandings to reveal local metaphors describing the mixing of two cultures and learning 

philosophies through images such as gaṉma (Marika et al., 1989), galtha rom (Marika-

Mununggiritj & Christie, 1995), garma (Marika-Mununggiritj, 1990), ŋathu (Yunupingu, 

1994) and gattjirrk (Tamisari & Milmilany, 2003), to name a few. Such works are deep and 

profound considerations, worthy of their own individual analysis (Christie, 2007a). As an 

inadequate synthesis, they are concerted attempts to both engage with western 
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educational frameworks, but crucially, to attain balance by appropriating such frameworks 

into the pre-existing Yolŋu epistemology and inter-clan, moiety and kinship relational 

processes, to create spaces to design and implement curriculum. To summarise the overall 

focus: 

What we want is BOTH WAYS education- balanda and Yolŋu ways- but we want 

Yolŋu to have control over both sides of the curriculum (Yunupingu, 1989, p. 4). 

Overall, Yolŋu Indigenous educators have been clearly advocating ‘a bicultural or ‘bothways’ 

education for aboriginal children’ (Lanhupuy, 1988, p. 3) for many, many years. Although it 

is not linked to other, pedagogical uses of the term, for present purposes ‘intercultural’ is a 

more precise term for ‘bothways’ as the emphasis is not so much about ensuring both 

knowledge and cultural systems are represented in the curriculum, but that they are 

integrated together into a holistic, synthesised learning environment where the ontological, 

epistemological and axiological positions of both balanda and Yolŋu are respectfully brought 

together. ‘Bothways’ also focusses on the power dynamics of decision making; emphasising 

a practice of relational discussion, negotiation and consensus to all matters of school 

curriculum, pedagogy and language use. This struggle for balanda to adjust their perception 

of authority in the schooling context was particularly acute at Yirrkala school, with both 

balanda and Yolŋu formally reflecting on the process from the 1980s (Wearne, 1986; 

Yunupingu, 1989; Marika-Munuŋgiritj et al., 1990). Overall, ‘bothways’ is surely a paradigm 

for working within the ‘cultural interface’ (Nakata, 2007), acknowledging that it is indeed a 

‘contested space’ where critical analysis of both Indigenous and ‘Western’ knowledge 

traditions is key, and one which provides ‘language and tools for navigating, negotiating, 

and thinking about the constraints and possibilities that are open at this challenging 
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interface’ (Nakata et al., 2012, p. 133). Publication #5 elaborates significantly on this 

‘Bothways’ educational framework and its symmetry with the Warramiri historical heritage. 

- 5.3.1.3 Mission History 
 

As demonstrated in the above section on Christianity and through the early initiatives of 

Burrumarra, ‘schooling’ was intrinsically linked with the Mission and some of the earliest 

‘two-way’ discussion arose in this context. Thus, there are also historical works connected to 

the Mission era that have some bearing on the understanding of the schooling at Galiwin’ku. 

Although most are brief recounts and auto/biographies, there are some interesting passages 

in Chaseling (1957), McKenzie (1976), Shepherdson (1981), Thornell (1986), Guy (1991), 

Vander-Wal (1999) and especially Wearing (2005) on the rationale/s behind the Mission 

schools and various Yolŋu engagements with this process which serve as counterpoints to 

the Gäwa research. 

- 5.3.1.4 International Educational Theory 
 

Yolŋu theories do not need legitimizing through recourse to renowned international 

educationalists. Nevertheless, it can be instructive to make connections with other theories 

concerning pedagogical practice and deeper epistemological foundations in elucidating the 

Warramiri Yolŋu approach. Thus, works by Freire, particularly his famous Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed (1970) resonates deeply with many of Burrumarra’s recorded emphases, 

especially concerning the issue of the hand-over of control and genuine trust required by 

the ‘oppressors’ (cf Wearne, 1986). There is also the explicit rejection of the ‘banking’ 

concept of education, which also greatly matches expressed Yolŋu theories of education 

(Yolŋu Aboriginal Consultants Initiative, 2008; Christie, 2011) and the interplay between 

teacher-student as ‘bothways’ (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p15; Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 47). 



51 
 

Although it is difficult to precisely identify, Freirean thinking played a crucial role in the 

development of significant balanda, such as Leon White, formulating the influential RATE 

(Remote Area Teacher Education) and DBATE (Deakin Batchelor Aboriginal Teacher 

Education) programs (White, 1998). As an overall position, there is a powerful symmetry: 

The raison d’être of liberation education… lies in its drive towards reconciliation. 

Education must begin with the solution of the teacher-student contradiction (Freire, 

1970, p. 53). 

The negotiated and integrated knowledge practices as alluded to above also are strongly 

reminiscent of the theories of social constructivism within education. Whether the 

Warramiri Yolŋu approach has more in common with social constructivism as a pedagogical 

emphasis, such as in the works of Piaget (1954) and Vygotsky’s ‘internalization’ (1978), or 

with an epistemological constructivism more in line with Kincheloe (2008), is an interesting 

question which I considered might arise, but ultimately did not really eventuate. Either way, 

the backdrop to the current research is certainly from an (Indigenous) critical pedagogical 

standpoint. Another area of growing international interest in the ever- increasing 

standardisation process of curriculum is that of ‘place-based’ pedagogies. Grunewald is a 

key theorist here and his major work (2003) provides interesting comparisons to the ‘on 

country’ and ‘through country’ Yolŋu perspectives (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991). Gotha in 

previous publications (Guthadjaka, 2010a; 2010b; 2012a; 2013) has also expressed such a 

philosophy of education and this is particularly considered in publication #1. 
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5.3.2 Yolŋu Digital Design 

The work of Christie, long-term teacher/linguist, lecturer and preeminent balanda 

philosopher regarding Yolŋu language and culture, provides the extensive theoretical 

backbone of our website project. His works in this area are particularly relied upon in 

publication #8 and #9. Christie notes a fundamental danger in digital design; collections of 

resources requiring a certain structuring, ordering and prioritising that can become 

inconsistent with Yolŋu epistemology and ontology: 

In the Yolngu world it is not so much the case that every reality has an inherent 

structure, but rather that every structure can be seen to inhere in a whole range of 

realities…the world in this sense could be seen to be endlessly structurable and 

humans use language to re-construct what is always a human meaning, using the 

lines and webs of connectedness and the names created and handed down by the 

ancestors to render our experiences meaningful in human terms (Christie, 1994, p. 

27).  

This significant quote opens up three major issues for consideration. Firstly, by imposing a 

structure on the website, immediately other structures are precluded, which, in their right 

time and place are just as valid for Yolŋu knowledge transmission. Furthermore, the process 

of ordering or using of metadata to identify and recall information under search parameters 

actually becomes a process of codifying that particular view of reality. As a form of reading-

back-reality, or ‘reverse bootstrapping’ (Christie, 2005), we can thus fall into the trap of 

producing ‘a scientific model of the world which has its shape not because the world is so, 

but because this is the nature of our data structures’ (Christie, 2004, p. 8). Thus, structured 

websites give off the impression that they are theory-neutral, masking the technical and 

political decisions made in the ordering and structuring process which, in fact, work against 
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the very Indigenous ontology of multiple connection realities they are established to 

support (Christie, 2004). In fact, at their worst, they can undermine the localised, primary 

purpose of the knowledge; ‘who is telling the story, why they are telling it here and now and 

how the story fits into the wider networks of kinship, art, music, ceremonials and 

philosophy’ (Christie, 2005, p. 62), by purporting to reveal how the information might be 

relevant to any person, at any time. 

Secondly, for Yolŋu, the actual process of doing knowledge is a productive one, a ‘human’ 

process where language does not represent the world, but ‘talking, singing, crying, dancing 

and painting all actively participate in the creation of new worlds as they have always done 

since the ancestors first talked, sang and danced the world into existence’ (Christie, 2005, p. 

64). Christie summarises this as a ‘performative epistemology’, whereby knowledge (as 

opposed to identity which comes from your own family, kin, language, and land) is produced 

in conjunction and after negotiation with people of connected, but ‘different’ backgrounds 

(Christie, 2001). That is, you preserve your own identity as you do knowledge together, by 

‘identifying, acknowledging and actively maintaining the differences of language, dance, art, 

etc., among various contributing totemic groups’ (Christie, 2004, p. 5). Of course, 

ceremonial performances are the prime example of this performative epistemology as no 

two ceremonies can ever be exactly the same; Yolŋu clan leaders negotiate the content, 

ordering and timeliness of performances as ‘refigurings of ancestral events to reflect current 

contexts’ (Christie, 2005, p. 64). Therefore, under such an epistemology, a digital resource 

can never properly be viewed as containing ‘knowledge’ to be transmitted to Yolŋu students 

or interested others. Indeed, it is merely information: a ‘series of ones and zeroes… a 

representation or artefact of an earlier act of knowledge performance/production’ (Christie, 

2004, p. 4). Thus, the real danger is in thinking that in creating a website, a repository of 
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Indigenous knowledge has been formed, whereas, in truth, what exists is only a ‘memory 

resource containing assemblages of traces of previous truth-claim episodes’ (Christie, 2005, 

p. 64).  

Lastly, also emerging from the nexus between identity and knowledge is the reluctance 

among Yolŋu to assume ownership and thus, authority over information in digital resources 

purporting to represent the broader community. It does not stem from an unwillingness to 

share knowledge with the rest of the world, although these intellectual property issues are 

concerning (Guyula & Gurruwiwi, 2010). Rather, due to the key, negotiated aspect of 

knowledge production, Yolŋu are ‘keen to avoid being held responsible in any way for the 

management of, and particularly the access to the resources of others’ (Christie, 2007b, p. 

33). As all Yolŋu townships are a complicated mix of languages and clans, with traditional 

owners, ‘caretaker’ clans and inter-clan kinship networks all relevant, it makes any digital 

resource, even at a local ‘community’ level, a complex matter to resolve, and brings into 

question whether the finished ‘product’ will ever really be utilised in a meaningful manner. 

Guyula, one of the Yolŋu who informed much of this theorising, vividly likened the attempt 

at a generic ‘Knowledge Centre’ database at Galiwin’ku to that of the old mission cemetery 

‘where lifeless but potent bodies of all different connections were amassed together 

unsupervised’ (Christie & Verran, 2013, p. 307). 

Therefore, to assist well-intentioned balanda to collaborate in the creation of websites for 

the intergenerational transmission of language and cultural knowledge without 

compromising the ontological and epistemological frameworks, Christie posits: 

An alternative Australian Indigenous epistemology may emphasise the performative 

nature of knowledge, its negotiation from multiple perspectives and multiple modes 
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of presentation and prosecution, and its fundamentally narrative base (Christie 

2006b, p. 291). 

Thus, another key area to our research concerns how we began to apply this alternative 

epistemology in the Warramiri website design and continue to do so currently, 

incorporating it into the school curriculum and practice. Publications #8 and #9 take up this 

story. The work on the Warramiri website was largely completed by 2015, and as expected 

with the fast-paced nature of change in this technological area, there has been significant 

academic reflection on Yolŋu (and broader Indigenous) digital design since then. Thus, 

although these works did not influence our thinking and design process, there are some apt 

lessons to apply from recent projects in the Northern Territory context (Guenther, Smede & 

Young, 2020; Kariippanon & Gurruwiwi, 2020). Specifically, Gotha has worked with other 

Charles Darwin University researchers in this area as well, and there are further reflections 

from these collaborations that should be taken into consideration as the Warramiri website 

progresses (Funk, Guthadjaka, Kong & Guenther, 2015; Funk & Guthadjaka, 2020). 

 

- 5.3.2.1 International Digital Design Theory 
 

Once again, the area of digital resources to aid transmission of Indigenous language and 

culture intersects with a number of pertinent and evolving international, theoretical 

frameworks. Decolonising Indigenous methodologies (Smith, 1999; Haebich, 2014), ICT 

Indigenous pedagogies (Jorgensen 2013; Watson, 2013) and Indigenous digital archiving 

(Nakata et al., 2008; Gardiner et al., 2011), to name but a few. Srinivasan and Huang (2005) 

describe the concept of ‘fluid ontologies’ accommodating a ‘tighter coupling between 

communities’ interests and the browsing structure’ (Srinivasan & Huang, 2005, p. 193). In a 
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similar vein, highlighting the agency of the content contributors, van der Velden (2010) calls 

for a ‘knower-centred approach’ in the ‘contact zone’ where Indigenous knowledge and the 

techno-scientific knowledge of the management software meets. The relationship should 

not be defined as one of interaction, but of ‘intra-action’ where there is ongoing 

entanglement; ‘with each iteration of the design, new agencies in terms of possibilities and 

constraints emerge’ (van der Velden, 2010, p. 12). Duarte and Belarde-Lewis (2015) also 

offer a helpful overview of some ‘best-practice’ projects, noting a third stage of ‘imagining’, 

where ‘Indigenous and non-Indigenous groups build partnerships to spread awareness and 

acquire formal acknowledgement of the epistemic value of local Indigenous knowledge’ 

(Duarte & Belarde-Lewis, 2015, p. 692). Specifically, there was also the assertion that ‘at the 

very basis of Indigenous thought is the understanding that Indigenous knowledge are place-

based knowledge, best understood in the richness of context, through the use of Indigenous 

languages, and conceptualised holistically’ (Duarte & Belarde-Lewis, 2015, p. 693). In the 

Australian context, Dyson and Legget (2006) suggest a ‘metadesign’ methodology as the 

digital structures being designed are also interfaces for future design; the ‘design approach 

is a seeding process rather than planning exercise’ (Dyson & Leggett, 2006, p. 85). A last text 

is Funk’s thesis, which covers recent international developments on digital design (Funk, 

2019). There are many powerful considerations here and as publications #8 and #9 outline, 

such approaches aligned strongly with the Warramiri website developing into a ‘live’ 

resource, particularly to be integrated into the ongoing curriculum and further digital 

development at Gäwa Christian School.  
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5.4 Summary 

Gäwa Christian School is a holistic teaching and learning environment with various, complex 

connections interrelating simultaneously. To facilitate some deeper analysis, each of the 

three words in the title (Gäwa, Christian, School) have been used as headings to consider 

issues of Warramiri clan history and cosmology, issues of religious 

syncretism/contextualisation and pedagogical perspectives concerning place-based, 

bilingual and intercultural education. Lastly, in working on the ‘Warramiri website’ and an 

integrated cycle-curriculum, digital design processes and their interaction with Yolŋu 

Knowledge systems have also been considered.  
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6. Methodology  

6.1 Introduction 

As with the literature review process above, almost all of the nine publications have their 

own section on methodology, specifically tailored to the key topic at hand in that article, 

which also matched particular journal guidelines. In line with the different phases of data 

collection, the methodological processes were quite diverse as the research involved an 

array of different data. Specifically: direct collaboration and reflection from co-teaching in 

the classroom setting, long-term digital design and website development, formal qualitative 

interviews on educational and community development themes, filming and recording of 

traditional ceremonial times, and more theoretical analyses of Yolŋu philosophical, 

cosmological and historical foundations. However, all these different phases, collection 

styles and data forms worked to answer the question of: what is the Warramiri philosophy 

of education as it pertains to Gäwa? This remained the fundamental aim of the research. 

Furthermore, as the ‘on country’ and ‘bothways’ perspectives began to reveal themselves, 

secondary concerns of accurately defining these perspectives and demonstrating them 

became further aims of the research. As has been outlined in the ‘Introduction’ section, the 

first phase, 2009-2010, from when I was living at Gäwa (reflected particularly in publications 

#6 and #7), has clearly been re-constructed retrospectively, further complicating the process 

of outlining a methodological approach a priori. Nevertheless, in keeping with the overall 

theme of this dissertation, the commonality in methodological approaches through all these 

phases was the commitment to undertake the research ‘bothways’. That is, whether the 

research involved digital design, classroom literacy description or formal interviews, there 

was a commitment to take seriously and apply to the research process itself, the most 
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appropriate Yolŋu forms and practices in collecting, reflecting upon and presenting data. 

Thus, the research sought to follow, in my own terminology, a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways 

methodology. The indefinite article is crucial for a number of reasons. Firstly, because there 

is certainly no attempt here to be definitive. Indeed, such presumption (particularly from a 

non-Indigenous person) would certainly work against the localised ‘bothways’ approach 

espoused. Secondly, the framework is essentially my particular synthesis of the many and 

varied collaborative projects that Guthadjaka and other Yolŋu researchers and philosophers 

undertook with Professor Christie and associates at Charles Darwin University, over many 

years, mixed with generative integrations of Gäwa community members’ instructions whilst 

undertaking the research itself.  Lastly, it will become apparent that outlining 

methodological principles rather than a process better fits the diversity of data collected 

throughout the research phases, and is most appropriate from a Yolŋu epistemological 

foundation. Thus, the approach described below, a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology, 

is presented as an example of a particular, localised Indigenous critical research 

methodology (Denzin, 2008).  

However, in attempting to find a way to structure these principles for the purposes of this 

dissertation, I have decided to rely upon the foundational question utilised by ‘Realist’ 

researchers: ‘What works, for whom, to what respect, extent, in what context and how?’  

(Pawson & Tilley, 1997). I should be very clear: the Gäwa community research was not 

undertaken via the Realist review methodology, but has been chosen ex post facto as a 

means of presenting a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology in a clear and approachable 

fashion. Nevertheless, it is not a random appropriation as there were some personal 

reasons to borrow the Realist question as a structural aid. Firstly, although not intended by 

me, the 2013 interviews when I visited Gäwa (part of the second ‘phase’ of data collection) 
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was seen by some of the Northern Territory Christian Schools leadership as a form of 

‘review’ of the school, as it had been ten years since establishment at that time. Thus, out of 

interest, I began to undertake some reading into evaluation/review methodologies and 

came across the Realist approach. In very brief summary, the Realist approach is a form of 

‘theory driven’ evaluation where the relevant Program (which can be virtually any 

organisation or intervention or activity) is constructed into a theory of change based on a 

series of interconnected ‘mechanisms’, or causal processes. In interviewing people 

connected with the program, the Realist researcher is attempting to tease out internal 

motivations that interplay with these mechanisms and the specific socio-historical context, 

to finalize a nuanced answer to the question of outcomes: ‘What works, for whom, to what 

respect, extent, in what context and how?’ Upon reading a little further of the Realist 

methodology, I was pleasantly surprised to learn that Charles Darwin University (where I 

was working at the time) had an entire section of its ‘Northern Institute’ faculty dedicated to 

Realist Review. Furthermore, they had internationally renowned experts in the Realist 

discipline on staff, and had undertaken a number of projects with remote Northern Territory 

Indigenous communities utilising the approach. The more I read of the Realist approach, and 

particularly its epistemological foundation of critical realism (highlighting that knowledge is 

both a social and historical construct), the more I found symmetry with some of my 

emerging understandings of a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology. In particular, from my 

experience of observing the (seemingly) incessant cycle of the Department of Education 

searching for the ‘silver bullet’ intervention in remote Indigenous communities and then 

attempting to ‘roll it out’ across the breadth of the remote schooling contexts, the Realist 

approach seemed to offer a well-constructed and internationally supported alternative 

paradigm. Lastly, in 2018, I was fortunate to be brought into large-scale research project 
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explicitly utilising the Realist approach to evaluate Indigenous Family Violence Prevention 

Legal Services (FVPLS) organisations for the Federal government, and had a further 

opportunity to apply the methodology personally and bounce some of my thoughts (on its 

applicability with Yolŋu philosophies) off expert Realist evaluators. All of this is to say that 

the Realist evaluation helped hone some of the following methodological principles, but I 

reiterate that the research itself was not undertaken through the Realist methodology itself. 

However, I now utilise the Realist question to structure my reflections on a Balanda/Yolŋu 

Bothways methodology. 

 

6.2 A Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways Methodology 

6.2.1 What works? 

At the initial framing of what ‘working’ even entails, there are some specific considerations. 

Firstly, within a Yolŋu methodology, it needs to be clearly stated that program methodology 

and evaluation methodology share the same criteria for accountability. During a project 

concerning Yolŋu researchers investigating community thoughts on the possibility of the 

Government supporting a new garden project on Elcho Island, Christie reflected on the 

Yolŋu research network significantly recasting the project. He noted in their deliberations 

that they asserted that ‘the act is primary, whether it be gardening, or talking about a 

garden… there is no difference between the correct ways to do negotiation, and the correct 

ways to do gardens’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 52). I further analyse some of these ‘correct ways’ 

below, but the fundamental starting point is to note that what ‘works’ for Yolŋu as a 

‘distinctive metaphysics of research’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 51) remains constant in terms of 

both program and evaluation of program; the what and the how. 
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Secondly, ‘what works’ as a process of quantifying ‘outcomes’ is actually inadequate in 

Yolŋu research, or at the very least, one of the key outcomes envisaged must always remain 

negotiated social agreement and harmony. In the same community garden project just 

mentioned, it was clear that the perceived outcomes of the Government (who funded the 

research and would potentially fund the garden) and the Yolŋu researchers, were aligned, 

but not exactly the same; ‘while the government essentially wanted the Yolŋu to predict 

what a viable community garden would be like, the Yolŋu were concentrated upon how we 

could work towards a community garden together in good faith’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 51). 

Christie sees a parallel here with Latour’s broader ‘matters of concern’ and elsewhere 

contrasts this profound Yolŋu commitment to social unity with the western-academic, 

rationalist approach; ‘the academic tradition comes with its sealed package of epistemic 

criteria based upon reason. But Yolŋu often judge truthfulness in research through other 

criteria to do with... agreement in good faith’ (Christie, 2009, p. 32). The project under 

discussion in this quote concerned ‘Financial Literacy’ where, ‘what looked like poor 

financial literacy was often a matter of the Yolŋu ethic of sharing everything you have’ 

(Christie, 2009, p. 32). That is, the Credit Union was not providing access to facilities for 

Yolŋu to ‘do their money business in their own ways, in their own places, in their own time, 

for their own purposes’ (Christie, 2009, p. 32). Thus, the essence of this initial qualification is 

that for authentic research, either program design or evaluation of an existing program, 

maintaining time-honoured, kinship-social connectedness is not a by-product of something 

‘working’ or even one of the desirable outcomes; it is paramount. Put simply, if working 

together in good faith is not achieved, then the programs and/or their evaluation (research) 

have not ‘worked’. 
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Furthermore, if for realist researchers ‘all programs are theories incarnate’, for a Yolŋu 

methodology, all evaluations are programs incarnate. There is a distinct sense in which 

doing ‘research’ means doing something about the issue at hand. In a project involving 

medical research into the perceived problem of ‘long-grassers’ sleeping rough in parks and 

beaches in Darwin, Christie notes Yolŋu researchers stating: ‘But what do you mean by 

‘findings’? We didn’t find anything, we knew what was there. We used the research money 

to make something happen’ (Christie, 2013, p. 4). Thus, Christie encourages a ‘ground up’ 

and ‘generative’ approach in conjunction with Indigenous researchers, that: 

Following their lead, refuses the role of judging observer, and uses collaborative 

knowledge… Ground-up research develops and deploys theory in the service of 

action on local problems. The researcher is an engaged observer, and works to 

generate change practices through the research position (Christie, 2013, p. 3). 

This approach is deeper than a commitment to the action-research cycle, or other similar 

models, it is a repositioning of researchers as advocates; ‘we are activists, and as such our 

work is useless if it does not address the public problems of peoples life ways’ (Christie, 

2013, p. 11).  Thus, in a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology ‘what works’ is a highly 

nuanced concept. It involves a commitment to utilising evaluation to further local, social 

goals, it is always a question of reaffirming community kinship networks in good faith and 

the review/research process itself must be bound by the same criteria of correct patterns of 

negotiation as the programs themselves.  

 

6.2.2 For Whom? 

As just noted, Yolŋu ‘cannot, will not involve themselves as judging observers’ (Christie, 

2013b, p. 49), but emphasise working in good faith, maintaining the correct and appropriate 



64 
 

kinship relationships between individuals, clans, moieties and land. Thus, the question of 

‘for whom’ a program is working will (in a fundamental sense) necessarily involve the entire 

community; researchers and ‘researchees’ engaging as ‘generative participants... in the 

everyday collective action of life on a community’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). However, this 

does not mean everyone must agree on every point, nor that everyone’s opinion is of equal 

weight. Concerning the first issue, Christie and Verran have relied on some of the Yolŋu 

metaphors and motifs of miliŋurr, gaṉma and garma/galtha (first applied to the ‘Bothways’ 

educational philosophy at Yirrkala and referred to throughout the publications, particularly 

#5 and #7) and broadened them into reflections on a Yolŋu epistemological foundation, and 

thus directly related to any research paradigm. In particular, they note that the preparation 

for a public ceremony (as embodied in the garma dialogue) is ‘difficult and often fraught 

work. People, places, traces, connections, designs, songs, steps and much else must be 

carefully agreed upon, in place, by ceremonial leaders before the ceremony can manifest its 

abiding metaphysical event’ (Christie & Verran, 2013, p. 304). Ceremonies (and through 

epistemological extension all programs and research evaluation) must ‘work’ for everyone in 

the sense that alternate views are heard, harnessed and enacted. Indeed,  

Yolŋu are experienced in building agreement while taking difference seriously. They 

use the ‘language of indeterminacy’ (Povinelli, 1993), not because they are uncertain 

or at risk, but because agreeing over words is agreeing over worlds (Christie, 2009, 

p.31). 

Thus, a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology, at the fundamental level, requires genuine 

community consultation, as opposed to more typical ethnographic expedient, purposeful or 

even probability selections (Freebody, 2003, p.78). However, a corollary of this intra-cultural 

dialogue and negotiation is that Yolŋu will often restrict discussion to matters which directly 
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concern their particular language and clan heritage. As ‘every Yolngu claims and celebrates 

their identity through (their) land-based language and culture complexes’ it is only logical 

and right that ‘you can only tell your own story...(with a) focus on particular themes, 

concepts, viewpoints etc., at the expense of others; and control over these 

discourses/languages correlates closely with power’ (Christie, 2004, p. 5). Furthermore, 

even within a particular clan/language grouping, certain individuals have more influential 

status in both being asked the question of ‘for whom’ a program is working, and for 

supplying the answer. At an epistemological level, it is a fundamental rejection of the 

‘epistemic equality’ notion. Yolŋu dismiss ‘the idea that anyone can potentially know 

anything, and everyone knows in the same way…they also rejected the assumption that 

everyone does or can know the same things in the same way’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). For 

example, everyone is connected to all areas of Yolŋu land- but through profoundly different 

kinship relationships- and therefore to topics, projects and initiatives that function on that 

land. Thus, to establish programs and to research/review them in terms of analysing ‘for 

whom’ they are working, the key is to establish the ‘right people talking to the right people 

in the right place at the right time in the right order’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). This is a 

fundamentally important principle for research in Yolŋu contexts, and all elements of this 

chain are integral for appropriate research. Clearly, the non-Yolŋu researchers must also 

rely on advice to administer proper patterns and practical considerations to accommodate 

this chain. It is not an easy commitment by any means, learning to ‘submit to an 

incomprehensible, time-consuming and often nerve-wracking regime of order, authority 

and accountability’ (Christie, 2006, p. p.86). Furthermore, one must also be mindful of not 

becoming the ‘weak link’ oneself by failing to bring on board one’s own ‘networks’ (other 
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agencies, Governments and relevant bodies) into the ‘generative’ action that should 

proceed from the research.  

 

6.2.3 To what extent, respect and context? 

In a word: partial. Programs and research are always, and only ever, partial; in terms of the 

extent of ‘working’ and therefore only working in certain respects. Furthermore, this 

partiality functions at a number of levels. The most obvious is that research within Yolŋu 

contexts that is genuine and respectful is always attempting to work from both sides 

simultaneously, to ‘fulfil the criteria for both Indigenous knowledge production and 

academic research… both this and that at the same time’ (Christie, 2006, p. 80). However, 

Christie posits ‘transdisciplinary’ Indigenous research as ‘some of this and some of that’ at 

the same time in terms of Indigenous researchers and non-Indigenous ‘negotiating rules of 

engagement, evidence and validation’ (Christie, 2006, p. 81) between the knowledge 

systems. It is therefore partial ‘in the sense that only part of it can be seen from either side’ 

(Christie, 2006, p. 80), especially regarding the non-Indigenous researcher. Following on 

from the nature of commitment to negotiation, contestation and compromise is the 

inevitability of ‘only partial agreement… the academics and the Indigenous researchers 

never completely seeing eye-to-eye… (with) different agendas, different criteria for truth 

and effectiveness’ (Christie, 2006, p. 81). And thus, seldom, if ever, ‘does a research project 

completely or consistently satisfy the requirements of both the academy and the Indigenous 

knowledge-makers’ (Christie, 2006, p. 81), resulting in partially satisfying end products.  

However, such a commitment to genuine transdisciplinary research, to the ‘messiness’ of 

partiality, is ‘something to be accepted and examined; it is productive’ (Christie, 2006, p. 

82). For example, in the ‘Sharing True Stories’ project Christie highlights how, out of the 
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commitment to shared understandings in Yolŋu knowledge production, a fascinating new 

genre for information dissemination for renal patients undergoing anaesthetics was trialled. 

As a result,  the traditional, translated ‘voice-over’ video was eschewed in favour of a 

recording of a group of interpreters talking with each other about key ideas in the process, 

which was then shared with new patients to enter them into the discussion. There are a 

number of other project examples where this kind of new ‘form’ emerges, as the general 

Yolŋu metaphysical truth is manifested: out of the negotiation, new knowledge and new 

worlds are created. And in terms of the other ‘side’, for western academic researchers, once 

we accept that ‘such projects are characterised by methodological and epistemological 

messiness, we may be in a better position to understand the threats and opportunities 

which Indigenous knowledge practices offer to the academy and vice versa’ (Christie, 2006, 

p. 82). Of course, once this partiality and messiness is accepted and valued, the primacy of 

the local context immediately becomes apparent. In a clear synergy with Realist 

foundations, Christie concludes: 

Our experiences may not provide many take-home messages for others in similar 

contexts beyond those they know themselves. They may however strengthen the 

resolve to work on research truth and method as both fundamentally local (Christie, 

2009, p. 33). 

 

6.2.4 How? 

In this last facet of the framework, I outline some general principles of ‘how’ to proceed 

with Yolŋu research/evaluation. Most of these principles are implications arising from the 

above sections, the ‘correct ways’ of doing life together. It is tempting at this juncture to 

search for a research process rather than continue with principles, and this has been done 
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before with some success. For example, as part of the First Language Community Harmony 

Project, Christie worked with some Wangurri Yolŋu advisors to come up with a cycle 

representation of Yolŋu research methodology, and Gotha herself has shared the 

preparation of the cycad, ŋathu bread as an extended metaphor for a respectful and careful 

Aboriginal Indigenous Engagement Model methodology (Cooperative Research Centre Plant 

Biosecurity, 2016). However, as with the primacy of local context above, even profound 

metaphors and intercultural symbolism need to be understood as products of the 

interaction between particular Yolŋu (and their clan/language heritage) and participating 

non-Indigenous researchers, at a certain place and particular time for a specific reason, that 

is the ‘research project’. Indeed, what characterizes Christie’s research oeuvre is the specific 

context of the research project being allowed to tell its own story. New understandings to 

develop a Yolŋu research methodology emerge as each new project progresses, ‘building 

shared understandings around particular cases, rather than a general theory of what’s going 

on… the ambiguity of the situation may help everyone to rethink or renew some of the 

categories that they’re working on’ (Christie, 2013, p. 10). In fact, ‘mistakes’ and reflections 

on how matters could have been handled better, retrospectively, are all part of this process. 

Thus, with the caveat that principles can also become unhelpfully enshrined, and without 

trying to generalise too much out from the ‘fundamentally local’ nature of the methodology, 

the following are suggested as reflections/suggestions, in conjunction with the above 

considerations, in applying a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology. 

The most apparent first principle is that it will take considerable time, patience and hard 

work to ensure that the actual formulation of an appropriate research program or 

evaluation is framed according to Yolŋu metaphysics and methodology. For example, in a 

project concerning Indigenous ‘problem’ gamblers and contexts, Christie noted the 
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extensive preparatory discussion necessary: ‘who wants to know and why. What do we/they 

mean by ‘gambling’? What do they mean by ‘harm’? Who in fact do they mean by 

‘Indigenous’ or ‘Aboriginal’ or ‘gambler’ or ‘at risk’ or ‘responsible’?’ (Christie, 2009, p. 31). 

As alluded to earlier, this is actually negotiation at the metaphysical level and it needs to ‘be 

done carefully. Much is at stake. We need to get it right’ (Christie, 2009, p. 31). In particular, 

it takes a lot of time, especially for someone like me, as a neophyte researcher regarding 

Yolŋu ontology! Next, it takes time to actually set up the ‘right people talking to right people 

in the right place, in the right order’ chain (as outlined above), as this distinct hierarchy 

should not be circumvented despite funding or timetabling constraints. Lastly, the actual 

findings/actions to proceed or research findings formulated should not be rushed as Yolŋu 

researchers cannot be pressed to make conclusions in one setting when social harmony in 

‘good faith’ will necessarily require considerable discussion with those outside of the direct 

‘research’ network. 

It is almost axiomatic, but research should be performed in appropriate languages. This does 

not just mean generic ‘Yolŋu Matha’ in comparison to English, but the specific languages of 

participants’ heritage. As has already been noted, the land-based, language and culture 

complex is fundamental to identity and ‘sticking to your own language is a sign that you are 

taking your ancestral responsibilities seriously and can speak on behalf of land’ (Christie, 

2013b, p. 47). This commitment also undoubtedly impacts on time issues; appropriate Yolŋu 

co-researchers will need to be employed and careful transcriptions and translations of 

lesser-known Yolŋu languages will need to be sourced. 

As has been explained above, the ‘generative’ nature of the research and the explicit 

rejection of the ‘judging observer’ requires researchers to commit to change practices. 

Indeed, ‘identifying a problem and solving it are, in the Yolŋu ‘research’ process, integrated 
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into a continuous programme of engagement’ (Christie, 2008, p.44). However, the social 

harmony of the kinship networks must also, always remain at the fore, as people work in 

good faith to pursue social action goals. For both these reasons, a commitment to research 

will undoubtedly require further action and participation from the non- Indigenous 

researchers beyond the scope of the project funding and timetables. Turning to educational 

research specifically, in relation to Yolŋu philosophy and ontology, there has been significant 

and long-standing engagement and explicit publishing by Yolŋu on the topic (Marika-

Munuŋgiritj & Christie, 1995; Bat & Shore, 2013) focussing on multi-lingual, intercultural 

(‘Bothways’) and ‘on-country’ pedagogies. See publications #1, #2, #5 and #7 particularly. 

However, as researchers return repeatedly to ask the same kinds of questions, Yolŋu 

become disillusioned, adamant that they have ‘often been consulted about the conditions 

of teaching... (and) argue that this information was freely available but that few policies and 

programs reflected this advice and if they did it was not embedded in (a) way that was 

sustainable’ (Shore et al., 2014, p. 12). In other words, there has been extensive ‘research’ 

for decades, but no generative change practices. 

Overall, to summarise the main emphases of this section outlining a Balanda/Yolŋu research 

methodology, one last quote from Christie: 

A key lesson is to work slowly and allow new ideas and practices to emerge here and 

how, and grow slowly through mutual respect and a history of shared experience. 

These will always be different in each new place (Christie, 2009, p. 32). 
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6.3 Gäwa Application 

I now reflect on applying a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology to the specific task of 

researching the educational philosophy of Gäwa Christian School. 

6.3.1 What Works? 

As has been established, Gäwa is a small community, with a maximum of around 40-50 

people permanently living there at any given time, including (usually) three balanda teacher 

families. The school also draws students from the two neighbouring homelands of Ban’thula 

and Ṉaŋinyburra, but they are connected through close kinship ties with the Warramiri, and 

are of similar size. As has also been briefly outlined (see publication #3), there is a shared 

Christian heritage to the community and the school. Thus, at Gäwa, the concept of working 

‘in good faith’ is even more applicable than in larger Yolŋu townships (in more than one 

sense of the term) and was embedded in the research design. In the formal interviews of 

2013, although questions were asked about how the school was progressing, what was 

working well, what was challenging, how the original ‘vision’ was being implemented in the 

school etc., I was very careful to proceed cautiously and through many and various 

discussions, rather than relying simply on the formal interview data. Any comments and 

conclusions that might have been seen to encourage disharmony were discussed further 

and were very carefully positioned in written reports. Furthermore, although I did develop 

some ‘starter’ questions, (see publications #4 and #5) the conversations were purposively 

structured to allow people to develop their own perspectives, and indeed, express their own 

philosophies. A clear example occurred when discussing whether Warramiri language 

should be taught ‘at home or at school’. Wäluŋ as senior Elder and Ceremonial Custodian 

both answered the question whilst making the question largely redundant, from a place-
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based ontological foundation. It was such an important revelation, see publication #1 and 

#8 for further discussion. 

As researcher, I was an adopted member of the community, but also a recent balanda 

teacher. The adoption privilege both broadened and limited my capacity to meet and 

discuss issues with certain individuals, depending on the relationship involved. Even more 

fundamentally, as the adoption process is taken seriously, I could no longer access (even 

had I wanted to) the ‘judging observer’ role. For the Gäwa residents, I was already a 

participant in the community and was expected to function within the accepted system of 

reciprocal rights and responsibilities. Thus, the research was truly collaborative as my own 

opinions and skill-set were expected to inform the overall direction of the research and the 

website specifically. In this respect, it was a powerful reminder of the insistence that ‘each 

participant occupies an expert opinion… and communication entails building shared 

understandings among positions’ (Christie, 2008, p. 41). Of course, the website 

development was integral to the research, as the major on-going, generative aspect of the 

work. This was literal ‘ground up’ work not only in terms of resources and suggested new 

content for the site, but what we learned in discussion with Elders and other members 

about the primacy of land was built in to the website design itself with significant changes 

made to the website to accommodate emerging priorities (see publication #8 and #9). It was 

not always an easy position to be in, finding the balance between helping retain and 

maintain community harmony and using one’s connections and influence with other bodies 

(such as Northern Territory Christian Schools) to advocate for generative changes based on 

the research. This is, undoubtedly, an aspect of the inherent messiness of Christie’s ‘double 

participation’ (Christie, 2013b). Nevertheless, in summary, the research was always about 

facilitating the community to work together in the fulfilment of the shared vision for the 
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intergenerational transmission of Warramiri language and culture. The website and its 

integration into the on-going school curriculum, negotiated between community members 

and balanda teachers was always going to be the key ‘finding’. At the time of writing, in 

early 2020, it is increasingly becoming a reality (see the ‘Implications: Policy and Practice’ 

section).  However, this is clearly a very long time after the project began! Thus, it is self-

evident that we took the ‘work slowly’ principle quite literally too, partly to accommodate 

different community events that occurred over the years and partly to genuinely commit to 

work in good faith. 

 

6.3.2 For Whom? 

I also applied the ‘right people talking to the right people in the right place at the right time 

in the right order’ very seriously. However, how did I know who the right people were? By 

asking the right people! This may seem like circular reasoning, but only because the western 

academy is so entrenched within the ‘epistemic equality’ paradigm. I started with 

Guthadjaka herself to determine how the chain of research should progress, for a number of 

reasons.  Firstly, in a similar fashion to the community garden project where the expert 

gardener was consulted at the outset due to his years of practical experience and 

knowledge, Guthadjaka is certainly viewed in a similar light when it comes to discussions of 

education at Gäwa. Her own direct teaching experience for decades, her overall knowledge 

of western educational policies and systems and her exposure to international conferences 

and bodies gives her a clear ‘expert’ qualification in the minds of the Gäwa community. Of 

course, she is an expert in the Galiwin’ku and Darwin communities as evidenced by the 

constant demand to consult, lecture and mentor at Shepherdson College and Charles 

Darwin University. Secondly, the community itself and certainly the school at Gäwa only 
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exist, in a very literal sense, due to her family’s vision, perseverance and practical expertise. 

There is also a reasonably complicated internal Warramiri land agreement due to marriages 

of a previous generation which means Guthadjaka has a definitive ‘voice’ when it comes to 

the happenings at Gäwa community in general. Thus, what Guthadjaka had to say about 

Warramiri language and culture, engagement with balanda education systems, and the 

website and its use was of paramount significance. Furthermore, she also determined who 

else needed to be specifically consulted, and essentially acted as a gauge as to what 

importance any other individual’s voice should carry. It was also very clear that Wäluŋ as 

senior Elder and Ceremonial Custodian for the Warramiri was of prime importance. 

Although as his mother-in-law by kinship Guthadjaka does not speak directly to Wäluŋ or 

refer to him by name, she was constantly referring to the need for him to be consulted. His 

opinions were also absolutely vital to the research. The prioritisation of their voices is 

evident particularly in publications #1, #2, #4 and #5. 

Notwithstanding this, there exists a clear vision for the whole community to be consulted 

when deciding important matters at Gäwa. Guthadjaka was quite explicit with me on this 

topic, suggesting I talk to individuals on a one-to-one basis. Although this proved more 

difficult (as I had first envisaged people speaking in Djambarrpuyŋu and Warramiri so they 

felt confident and accurate in expressing their true feelings, with Guthadjaka present to 

translate for me), upon reflection I believe it was a shrewd decision. The areas of education, 

child-rearing and language survival are emotive and controversial topics for any culture, and 

I believe in this instance, some formal one-on-one time with research participants without 

the direct presence of Guthadjaka may well have been beneficial. What we lost in working 

through the medium of English at times, and/or also requiring longer transcription and 

translation turn-around times from recorded sessions, we may well have gained in providing 
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an atmosphere of lessened pressure without the Elder and ‘expert’ present. Secondly, this 

chain of the ‘right people’ to talk with involved being asked to speak to people I had never 

met. Over the years, Guthadjaka mentioned many other people, often Elders from other 

related clans, or descendants of Warramiri living in other communities such as Miliŋinbi and 

Yirrkala. From a personal point of view, I found this difficult as I did not wish to impose 

conversations on people who did not know me (and who are often significantly ‘over-

researched’), but I felt confident from past experiences that where Guthadjaka led there 

was an appropriate kinship relationship for me to speak to people and we compensated 

people appropriately. Overall, it was ‘the proper way to do things’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49).  

Lastly, it is worth noting the inclusion of the balanda community members and teachers as 

part of the research. It might seem that this inclusion was unnecessary and perhaps even 

unhelpful. After all, how are the balanda the ‘right people’ to talk with about Warramiri 

language and culture transmission? However, again, it was based on Guthadjaka’s insistence 

and some further, practical factors are also relevant. Firstly, as mentioned, the Gäwa 

community is actually very small. As of 2013, there were only seven houses or communal 

living areas and three of those were for balanda families teaching in the school. The Yolŋu 

houses often have many children, but few adults, and thus all adults, Yolŋu and balanda 

contribute in various ways to the upbringing of the children. Furthermore, as the school day 

takes up a majority of waking hours and the specific language and culture curriculum will 

most likely be part of school ‘time’, the balanda do need to understand what is being 

proposed and decided. In addition, from my personal experience of living and teaching at 

Gäwa, the primary difficulty in implementing a language and culture program in the school 

is one of resourcing, both in terms of Warramiri willing, able and regularly available to 

teach, and also of appropriate teaching resources. In this sense, hearing the balanda 
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suggestions, opinions and frustrations was also valuable in balancing the same concerns 

from Yolŋu in terms of charting a path for future generations. Lastly, all the balanda who 

live at Gäwa are adopted into the community in some way. As stated, this is more than a 

cultural nicety and the kinship relationships mean Gäwa functions as a genuine Yolŋu 

community. Thus, it was certainly expected that all members would contribute to the 

research, as in one sense, they are all kinship members of the Gäwa community. 

6.3.3 To what extent, respect and context? 

The fundamental partiality of research discussed above as ‘transdisciplinary’ was clearly 

evident throughout the data collection phases. The research concerned the Warramiri at 

Gäwa and their aspirations for education, understood as a holistic philosophy. No one ever 

attempted to suggest that it should be copied elsewhere or even had any applicability at all 

beyond the Gäwa context. In fact, even many of the Yolŋu Elders from associated clans who 

were interviewed, explicitly deferred their opinions back to Guthadjaka and Wäluŋ, noting 

that at Gäwa all the necessary authority and expertise was already in place. The 

transdisciplinary mantra of ‘some of this and some of that’ also held true. The website 

morphed and changed over the years and ended up a far less polished product than I had 

originally conceived, whilst at the same time, we still had much work to do in the 2019 

project to fully account for all of Gotha’s resources. Furthermore, some of the Warramiri 

resources were certainly shoehorned into categories/headings that limited their 

applicability. This is an on-going tension and process (see publications #8 and #9). In fact, as 

of early 2020, the whole project is being recast as e-pub stand-alone documents as part of 

the Indigenous Languages and Arts funding project mentioned in the ‘Introduction’. In 

relation to the community interviews, my lack of language skills in Warramiri also meant 

that there was a long time lag between the formal qualitative data of 2013 and the 
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dissemination of the findings. Although appropriate in the sense of not rushing matters, by 

2017, when we began some workshops on the website and embedding the philosophy 

within the school, the entire balanda staff had changed and even some of the main Yolŋu 

staff and community members had altered. Thus, the research was more a reflection of 

what had been highlighted as important back then (in 2013), rather than what current 

community members believed. Certainly, I believe the findings as expressed in the 

publications are still extremely important, and the key Elders remain, but within the specific 

nature of Yolŋu knowledge production as determined by place and time, on-going 

negotiation around school/community priorities is still (and always will be) necessary. 

Nevertheless, as it transpires, the research has been one of the inspirations for the recent 

formal school ‘council’ formation and ‘policy’ documentation around issues of Warramiri 

literacy, place-based pedagogy and bilingual models. See ‘Implications: Policy and Practice’ 

section for details. Thus, the research has already been at least a partial, generative success 

for the community and stakeholders such as Northern Territory Christian Schools, ‘offer(ing) 

them through the process, some new, interesting and profitable ways for them to think 

about what can be done’ (Christie, 2009, p. 31). 

 

6.4 Summary 

The varied phases of data collection and the very different forms of data collected for this 

dissertation has meant that an a priori methodological approach was not entirely possible. 

Instead, I have attempted to synthesise elements of a number of other, recent Charles 

Darwin University projects undertaken with Yolŋu researchers and establish a series of 

principles that have governed this research project. I have tentatively named this a 

Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology in the sense that it expressly aims to honour and 
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implement both balanda and Yolŋu epistemological perspectives. As there is some 

symmetry with the Realist evaluation foundational method and because I had some 

personal exposure to this approach whilst undertaking this research, I chose to structure a 

consideration of the principles of a Balanda/Yolŋu Bothways methodology via the question 

of ‘What works, for whom, to what respect, extent, in what context and how?’   
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7. Exegesis 

In the attempt to elucidate the philosophy of education of Gäwa Christian School, this 

dissertation delves into large and diverse areas of cosmology, missiology, multi-literacy, and 

digital design. However, having prioritised the ‘voice’ of Warramiri Yolŋu throughout the 

research, and the key relationships within the community, I feel confident in asserting that, 

through these interconnected projects, two major themes have emerged as paramount. In 

this instance, the order is also actually significant. Thus, although the nine publications 

extensively discuss both these themes, I will now draw together my understanding of firstly, 

the profound ethical philosophy of ‘on country’ education and secondly, a summary of what 

‘Bothways’ education entails at Gäwa. Lastly, a section on Implications for policy and 

practice of the research overall concludes the exegesis. 

 

7.1 ‘On Country’ Education 

Undoubtedly, the most significant foundation for the history and on-going application of 

Gäwa Christian School is the fact that it is situated at Gäwa. That is, if for some unlikely 

reason it could no longer function as a Christian school, or if the ‘bothways’ elements of 

negotiated curriculum and language usage were somehow stripped back, or even if there 

were no formal, registered school at all, education would still continue at Gäwa. In fact, 

education has always been undertaken at Gäwa with the initiation ground that is there (as 

Gotha points out in publication #1), and it could happily continue due the fundamental 

philosophy: ‘from the Yolngu perspective, one could participate properly in the growing up 

of young children, only if they were in the right place, with the right people’ (Christie, 2006, 

p. 28). To highlight this rightness was the reason behind my adoption of the expression ‘land 
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axiology’, used extensively in publication #2. That is, although there is significantly more 

that could have been explored on this topic in this publication, I believe it is clearly 

conveyed there that, the ‘on country’ educational aspiration moves well beyond a sense of 

localised, place-based considerations (as powerful as these can be), into the ethical realm. 

Land as a vital component of the overall axiology. Indeed, education should only truly be 

undertaken when the right people and places combine (through the Yolŋu cosmological 

understanding of the interplay between dhuwa and yirritja), to enable real learning to take 

place. And Gäwa is the right place for Warramiri children to live and grow, and those from 

other clans who are closely connected through the gurruṯu kinship system. There are other 

potential right places, other yirralka (homeland sites) of the Warramiri, but Gäwa was 

expressly encouraged by the old man Ŋulpurray and makes practical sense due to the 

convenience of access to the township at Galiwin’ku. Thus, the basis of the Warramiri (and 

all Yolŋu) philosophy of education is the rightness of learning ‘on country’, which, as an 

expression, in all the publications, has been used interchangeably with ‘homeland’ and 

yirralka. 

This ‘on country’ foundation is so fundamental, I intentionally positioned publication #1 to 

be read as the first of the nine publications in this dissertation, to foreground its 

paramountcy. Furthermore, there was significant space dedicated in publication #1 to 

analysing the broader history of the homeland movement and homeland education, 

followed by a consideration of how Gäwa fits into this narrative. Most importantly, 

publication #1 specifically highlights the profound moment when Wäluŋ succinctly 

summarised this ‘on country’ foundation. Although it was, in fact, in answer to an interview 

question about potential bilingual approaches, the response cut across this topic entirely 
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and was somewhat of an epiphany for me in relation to the research as a whole. It is, 

therefore, worth quoting here as well: 

W: Yes, in the school and when they finish (the school day), then they learn the 

Yolŋu way. It must be there, on their own land. Yes, there, on their own land 

(Gäwa), not on somebody else’s land. The school is at home, it’s all home. They 

learn Yolŋu way, the culture at ‘home’. It is all the same, it is home. Home, 

home, home... 

The reference to ‘someone else’s land’ is vital, as Wäluŋ did not have in mind Darwin 

or some other balanda boarding school environment; it was a reference to other 

Yolŋu lands (such as the township of Galiwin’ku) that are not connected as 

homeland/yirralka to Warramiri. In Darwin public discourse and even in some 

academic works, ‘on country’ can be utilised in reference to remote Indigenous 

controlled land of any kind, in comparison to the bigger cities of the Northern 

Territory; Darwin, Katherine and Nhulunbuy. However, a more accurate defintion of 

‘on country’ incorporates the clan and language based foundation of homeland as 

specified by Wäluŋ. Of course, I should have already known this, and to some extent, I 

did, due to my lived reality at Gäwa of 2009-2010. However, the direct implication of 

this as an educational foundation had eluded me up until this conversation. Indeed, as 

Wäluŋ so clearly articulated, as the actual school is at Gäwa, the school is within 

home. There is (or should be) no meaningful distinction between the formal school 

time and ‘home’ and community life. By definition, right learning will take place. As 

the title of publication #1 stresses: School is home. 

Nevertheless, there are further, deeper layers of ‘country’ to consider in the 

philosophy of education at Gäwa. For if ‘on country’ is the foundation, there are also 
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‘through country’ and ‘from country’ perspectives to consider. These concepts were 

also briefly identified in publication #1, but it is in some of the later publications that 

they are explored in detail. Firstly, the ‘through country’ expression emphasises that 

the thorough and planned use of the surrounding land (which contains the relevant 

language and cultural knowledge Elders aspire to pass down), can be integrated with 

mainstream Australian Curriculum priorities. Learning can and should be accomplished 

through country. In particular, publications #6 and #7 which cover multi-lingual 

literacy practices at Gäwa in 2010, focus on how land-based activites, excursions and 

integrated curriculum themes can be brought together in distinct teaching units. In 

essence, publications #6 and #7 tell the story of two multi-literacy terms; the Storm 

Boy/Balanda Runu’ŋur and the Yuṯa Gonydjuy/The Lorax units. Although the focus was 

on a consideration of the literacy practices, the units were also replete with an array 

of land and sea connected activities and cultural knowledge transmission 

opportunities. I will not repeat the various activities undertaken as described in these 

publications, the important factor is that they were concerted efforts to teach and 

learn ‘through country’. 

Lastly, the deepest level was the concept of ‘from country’. I acknowledge that this 

usage of the term is somewhat idiosyncratic, and should not be confused with the 

Charles Darwin University, Yolŋu Studies initiative whereby students on campus 

listened to lectures and engaged with Elders who were living on country, as a form of 

online education, in reverse. Instead, our use of ‘from country’ was an attempt to 

describe localised Yolŋu land as structuring and directing the learning experience. It 

was an initiative to move even beyond ‘through country’ and give the ultimate agency 

of the learning experience to the land itself. As with the other terms, this was first 
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introduced in brief in publication #1, but the major expansion of the concept followed 

in publications #8 and #9 in reference to the Warramiri website and the seasonal-cycle 

curriculum development. 

Thus, ‘on country’ education serves as a summary expression to cover the deep Yolŋu 

priority of learning on, through and from clan land and is profoundly foundational to 

Gäwa Chrisitian School. 

 

7.2 ‘Bothways’ Education 

I have continued to place ‘Bothways’ in inverted commas throughout this dissertation to 

acknowledge that the expression carries differing meanings in the Northern Territory 

Indigenous education context. As was noted in a number of the publications, the ‘both-

ways’ epithet is nowadays predominantly associated with the Indigenous adult education 

provider, Bachelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary Education, as a summary expression of its 

overall philosophy. However, as is clear from virtually all of the publications, I was keen to 

reinvigorate the original usage of the term, coined by Yolŋu educators in the 1980s to 

outline negotiated school curriculum development between balanda and Yolŋu. Many of 

the publications (particularly #5 and #7) spend considerable time quoting and summarizing 

some of the significant ‘Bothways’ metaphors and images that were shared in this era, as 

they are both powerful and memorable. Clearly, this application of the term has deep 

resonance with the Gäwa community, and to demonstrate this was the express intention of 

publication #5, attempting a ‘renewal’ of ‘Bothways’ through sharing Guthadjaka’s 

Warramiri metaphors and community interview responses. However, I also believe that in 

the Warramiri Gäwa context, the ‘Bothways’ expression has a broader application, and is a 

reasonably apt summary of the long and complex history of intercultural and interreligious 
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negotiation that has occurred with various ‘outside’ influences. Of course, most notably 

these include extensive interaction with the worldviews of both the ‘Macassans’ and the 

Methodist missionaries. Furthermore, although it was not used in this fashion by Yolŋu 

themselves, I think ‘Bothways’ can also helpfully be used to convey the holistic approach to 

education, in response to the dualism of ‘head vs heart’ and ‘theory vs practice’ that 

Guthadjaka (publication #4) is especially keen to avoid at Gäwa. Thus, for all of these 

reasons, ‘Bothways’ is an appropriate term to employ, to summarize this vital facet of the 

Warramiri philosophy of education. 

 

7.2.1 ‘Bothways’ Definition and Application 

As ‘Bothways’ is used in such differing contexts and because it is often linked with ‘two way’ 

teaching and learning (which, in turn, is utilized in an even greater array of pedagogical 

approaches- as per publication #4), a clear definition of the term is necessary. As a starting 

point, I would agree with Magowan that ‘whether referring to faith or church issues, 

educational contexts or local group management, Yolngu often speak of looking “two ways” 

to balanda culture and Yolngu culture’ (Magowan, 2003, p. 295). However, this ‘two ways’ 

approach seems to me to be an expression of the expectation that the ‘other’ perspective is 

always relevant, whereas ‘Bothways’ attempts to outline how the actual process of 

negotiation and decision making should proceed. ‘Two ways’ also implies a binary dynamic, 

a balanda contra Yolŋu, whereas ‘Bothways’ is not as restrictive and can encompass 

‘multiple balances’ (publication #5) and various perspectives. Indeed, at its most basic, 

‘Bothways’ is a summary expression of living and working inter-culturally, whereby differing 

groups’ beliefs, norms and practices are respected and honoured and out of the interaction 

between them, new and integrated understandings and outcomes emerge. As it is 
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abundantly clear that Yolŋu see the ‘Bothways’ position emerging from their own 

cosmology (publication #5), I state a number of times in the publications, that balanda 

embracing such a ‘Bothways’ philosophy is a self-fulfilling moment. That is, both from the 

interaction between the dhuwa and yirritja moieties, and for Warramiri, from the long, 

historical engagement with older visitors, including the ‘Macassans’; the negotiated, 

building-consensus-from-differences-approach is core to a Yolŋu identity. Therefore, for 

balanda to adopt a ‘Bothways’ philosophy, a ‘Bothways’ interaction has already begun. 

Functioning as such an important foundation to the Yolŋu epistemology, it is not surprising 

that ‘Bothways’ found a clear application in the educational context, including decision-

making systems and curriculum development; areas that most concerned Yolŋu in the era of 

burgeoning self-determination of the 1980s. And certainly, these topics remain vitally 

important to the development of Gäwa Christian School in the 21st century as publication #5 

expressly demonstrates. However, under the definition outlined above, ‘Bothways’ is not 

restricted to schooling systems, but can be (and has been at Gäwa) applied as an aspect of 

the Yolŋu axiology/epistemology to many other areas, such as community development, 

church life and employment. Furthermore, there is always a slippage in educational 

research into ‘deeper’ metaphysical realms. For, although the focus of the research has 

always been on Gäwa Christian School, issues of pedagogy inevitably rest upon a philosophy 

of education and child-rearing, and such philosophies of education are intrinsically linked to 

epistemology… and from there it’s an inevitable progression into ontological and 

cosmological considerations. Thus, throughout this dissertation, it was my fundamental 

contention that we needed to consider the topic holistically and that I needed to be both 

consistently working ‘Bothways’ at a methodological level, whilst simultaneously learning 

more of what ‘Bothways’ truly entailed. Indeed, as the titles of the publications themselves 
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indicate, I firmly believe that ‘Bothways’ is explicitly relevant to bilingual, multi-literacy 

practices (publications #6 and #7), digital development methods (publications #8 and #9), 

emerging Christian fellowship models (publication #3), theoretical, literature-review 

analyses (publication #2) and even in the development of an overall qualitative, research 

methodology itself. This process is outlined in the ‘Methodology’ section above, and best 

represented in the interview data presented in publications #1, #4 and #5.  

Following on from this foundation, it has been my clear intention to locate and integrate 

into the publications, western, academic concepts and traditions that provided some 

symmetry with the ‘Bothways’ philosophy. As was mentioned in a number of publications, 

this was not to legitimize the ‘Bothways’ philosophy; ‘Bothways’, by definition, 

fundamentally regards the potential validity of all positions to contribute to a negotiated 

new understanding. Rather, it was hoped that appropriating elements of other academic 

traditions might help both clarify the ‘Bothways’ position and assist in garnering further 

academic attention it so clearly deserves. It was also simply an interesting exercise to see 

what links with other philosophical theories might exist with Yolŋu theorising. Thus, the 

publications forge explicit connections from diverse domains: with ‘hybridity’ (missiology, 

publication #3), ‘transculturation’ (sociology, publication #5), ‘creolisation’ (literacy, 

publication #6, #7), ‘alternative digital epistemology’ (digital design, publication #8), 

‘ontological constructivism’ (anthropology, publication #2), and ‘duoethnography’ (research 

methodology/presentation, publication #9). Each of these terms have their own history and 

application from the particular academic field from which they emerged, and I briefly 

discuss these histories in the relevant publications. However, the vital consideration is to 

highlight what they share, the key element that links these approaches. Put simply, it is the 

fundamental reasoning that when two groups, ideas, or belief systems meet and interact, 
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alteration is inevitable, but both parties should expect to simultaneously contribute to the 

‘new’ reality, and be changed accordingly. In particular, to achieve this, within the 

interactive process, Indigenous patterns, systems and beliefs must be accorded due respect 

and intellectual consideration, so that a genuinely balanced new reality emerges. In its 

broadest scope, this is the definition of ‘Bothways’ philosophy relevant to this dissertation. 

Thus, ‘Bothways’ applies to all the major themes which emerged from the research with the 

Gäwa community: ‘church’ and theological emphases in Yolŋu communities, curriculum and 

hierarchies in Yolŋu schools, literacy systems and priorities in Yolŋu classrooms, websites 

and data collection of Yolŋu knowledge systems, and even a fundamental way of defining 

selfhood and existence. Subsequently, all these areas will function quite differently, when 

compared to what occurs in mainstream Australian settings. And at Gäwa, the beautiful 

homeland of the Warramiri, all these issues are wrapped up together in the complex entity 

that is Gäwa Christian School. Thus, for balanda privileged enough to work and live in Yolŋu 

communities, and particularly at Gäwa, they should strive to be as prepared as possible 

before entering, and expect to both contribute to the growth process by including insights 

from their own backgrounds and philosophies, but, crucially, to also genuinely change 

themselves to incorporate Yolŋu perspectives and priorities.  

However, it should be noted that not all the elements of these other western-academic 

‘Bothways’ categories can be applied to the Gäwa setting. In particular, some of them, 

notably the duoethnography and ontological constructivism positions, rely upon a post-

modern paradigm that approaches a form of relativism. In contrast, at least for the vast 

majority of Warramiri Yolŋu at Gäwa, the interactive and constructivist nature of ‘Bothways’ 

philosophy does not mean that certain fundamentals are open to negotiation. These 

fundamentals include both traditional Warramiri understandings of reality and a 
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commitment to the Christian gospel with related beliefs and expectations for normative 

behavioural patterns. Thus, it is appropriate to speak of appropriating elements of these 

other academic disciplines only. However, this is actually quite consistent with Guthadjaka’s 

personal Warramiri philosophy of ‘selective adoption and adaptation’, as outlined in 

publication #2. Indeed, out of all the images and metaphors shared to explain the 

‘Bothways’ philosophy, Gotha’s djurwirr (Bowerbird, see publication #2) is certainly an 

appropriate one to summarize and conclude: 

My people are like djurwirr. Warramiri are colourful people, yet we discern. The clear 

path needs to be made; when you have a clear path you can organise and see clearly. 

Then treasured things can be kept safe and valued, and some can be shared, to give 

comfort or teach us valuable lessons in both worlds (Guthadjaka, 2018). 

 

7.3 Implications: Policy and Practice 

As outlined in the Introduction, the significance of the Gäwa Christian School dissertation 

can be viewed as a series of broadening influences, radiating out from the local Gäwa 

context, through expansion of homeland schools in Arnhem land in partnership with 

Northern Territory Christian Schools, and then on to inspire potential further research to 

benefit remote Indigenous education across the nation. In this last section on Implications: 

Policy and Practice, I discuss these areas. 

In the Rationale section, I was quite explicit that one of my specific aspirations for the 

research was that it would be a valuable introduction for new balanda teachers as they 

prepared to come, work, and live at Gäwa. Of course, as a long-term outcome, this remains 

to be seen. However, it is hoped that the publications format itself might increase this 
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likelihood, with the articles, at certain specific times, to be used in teacher preparation 

and/or for on-going professional development for school staff. Indeed, Principal Rachel 

Herweynen invited me back to Gäwa in early 2017 for a few days of workshops with the 

staff, covering some ‘Bothways’ literacy models (based on the ones presented in 

publications #6 and #7), and to begin discussion on implementing the seasonal cycle 

curriculum (as per publications #8 and #9). These were valuable ‘bothways’ learning 

moments in themselves, as I also had the opportunity to learn of the challenges and 

stumbling blocks to implementing such pedagogies from a different set of balanda teacher 

eyes to my own. Also, as I remain connected to members of the Northern Territory Christian 

Schools leadership team, both professionally and personally (more of Christie’s ‘double 

participation’!), I am confident that this overall ambition that the research will continue to 

be of generative interest and form a longer-term action cycle for implementation, has every 

chance of being realised in the future years.  

Considering the seasonal focus of the Warramiri website and integrated curriculum 

resources, it is also appropriate to elaborate a little further on the current ‘season’ at Gäwa 

in connection to the research. In particular, the emphasis that Principal Rachel Herweynen’s 

leadership has brought, from 2017 (as briefly outlined in publication #3), and the fact that 

Gotha and Colin have been required to live in Darwin during this period for medical reasons, 

has eventuated in a distinct new ‘season’ in the life of Gäwa. For such a small community, 

new school leadership and the ‘loss’ of Gotha and Colin as community Elders and supporters 

of the school has meant that new priorities and perspectives have inevitably arisen. As 

outlined briefly in publication #4 and #5, the encouraging news is that the last few years 

have seen processes begun to formally document and implement the ‘Bothways’ and 

Warramiri Language priorities in official school policy and council processes. In particular, 
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Principal Rachel generously shared with me the ‘Gäwa Annual Action Plän 2018’, which 

highlights this progression clearly. The Table below contains excerpts from this document. 

The pertinent issue is how many of the areas focus on aspects of school and community life 

that are raised in this dissertation (across the breadth of the publications), and the clear 

desire to embed the local Warramiri philosophy of education of homeland and ‘Bothways’ 

into practical reality. I have highlighted in yellow the particular aims that resonate with me 

most strongly as having a clear symmetry with this dissertation.  
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Strategic Framework & 

Key Priorities 
Whole School Strategies 

 

How will we know whether we have made a 

difference? 

CHRISTIAN IDENTITY  

FAITH MATTERS 

 

Key Priority: 

Protect, preserve and 

perpetuate a vibrant and 

distinctive vision for 

education, training and 

care shaped by a biblically 

informed Christian 

perspective. 

 

 

Teach students how to pray – 

individually and in small groups. Look 

into ’17 Stories’ as a resource and the 

possibility of inviting Yolŋu speakers who 

love Jesus such as Mavis Daŋanbarr and 

Djiniyi Gondarra.  

 

Students are able to pray out loud in group 

situations and offer to lead prayer occasionally. 

Students ask to be prayed for and respond to 

various situations by praying. 

Encourage students to read the Bible 

and/or share biblical stories. Continue 

doing translation of Bible passages in 

Djambarrpuyŋu and Warramiri and 

sharing these translations with the 

whole school and wider community. 

There is growing knowledge of Bible stories as 

evidenced by responses during class devotions 

and assembly. Students are able to re-tell 

biblical stories and principles to each other. 

They relate these stories to their own life 

experiences. Students and staff are able to 

quote and share Bible verses to others in the 

local languages and in English. 

  

CARE & WELLBEING  

PEOPLE MATTER 
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Key Priority: 

Develop and expand care 

and wellbeing support to 

help people live and work 

sustainably; physically, 

mentally, socially and 

spiritually.  

Continue cross-cultural training 

(language learning included) and 

support. For future staff, plan a better 

induction pathway specific to the cross-

cultural, EAL/D context. 

Yolŋu community members can be seen 

engaging more with school life because they 

see the non-indigenous team’s effort to relate 

to them. Staff report feeling better equipped 

to live and work in the Gäwa context. 

SCHOOLS & PROGRAMS  

LEARNING MATTERS 

 

 

Key Priorities: 

Provide relevant and 

robust educational 

programmes across the 

ages and 

stages of learning. 

 

Affirm and engage 

parents as partners, 

empowering and 

encouraging them to step 

into their role as primary 

educators of their 

children. 

 

Explore training options for Yolŋu staff in 

teaching Yolŋu Matha so they can be 

confident in leading small groups and co-

leading whole class lessons. Support 

Yolŋu staff to understand vocabulary 

and concepts that are brought up during 

team planning and whole school 

meetings. 

Yolŋu staff can be seen regularly leading small 

groups and co-leading lessons next to 

classroom teacher. Yolŋu staff report feeling a 

sense of pride and growth in their roles. They 

express a better understanding of English 

terminology used in the school context.  
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Continue working toward building 

teaching teams: allocate time, seek 

commitment from all staff, observe 

collaborative planning at Mäpuru 

Christian School (transitioning into 

Yirralka Education at Mäpuru) and 

receive cross-cultural support in this. 

Teaching teams are meeting weekly. Both ways 

learning is happening in classrooms. Rich 

cultural knowledge is a regular, essential part 

of the school week as seen in classroom 

planning, resources and activities. Teaching 

teams share insight, ideas and strategies 

inspired by Mäpuru visit. 

Provide space and time for elders to 

present rom (law) to students and 

support balanda staff to understand 

what is shared to students. One option is 

for community to organise after school 

men’s/boys trips and women/girls trips 

as suggested by Old Man. 

Students demonstrate increased willingness to 

obey and respect authority of elders, staff and 

other adults. Level of participation in these 

after school community-led activities is 

consistent. 

Find a pathway for enrolment and 

attendance that gives equal 

responsibility to the school and 

parents/carers (ie. The school commits 

to providing education to students as 

parents commit to stay and care for 

them either in Gäwa, Ban’thula or 

Gan’purra.) 

Increased individual attendance, increased 

overall school attendance. More 

parents/carers are settled in the community 

(Gäwa, Ban’thula). Elders and community 

members share the responsibility of 

encouraging kids to attend school alongside 

school staff. Parents/carers report to Principal 

and/or classroom teachers when students 

are/will be absent from school and share the 

reason. 

 Develop a clear, local articulation of 

what ‘both ways learning’ means in 

philosophy and practice for our school. 

A document outlining discussions and agreed 

definitions of ‘both ways’ learning is available 

in English, Warramiri and Djambarrpuyŋu. This 

will be articulated in the GCS website, staff 

handbooks, job descriptions and curriculum 
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documents. This will also be displayed in 

prominent areas in the school. 

 Map learning that’s been covered over 

previous years to guide planning for 

future units. Work toward a three-year 

cycle of units so future teachers do not 

have to start from scratch but can be 

guided and have headspace to create 

and refine lessons. 

 

Programs developed by current teachers are 

detailed with resources also kept in one place 

(digitally and in the library). BSO support in 

mapping and refining past programs with help 

from experts in both ways learning and other 

pedagogies adopted by the school (THRASS, 

Walking Talking Text).  Future teachers report 

feeling more equipped to begin teaching in 

Gäwa. 

 Widen students’ understanding of the 

‘balanda world’ by doing an interstate 

camp (for Damala, the secondary class) 

that not only focuses on the positives of 

the Western world but a balanced view, 

also showing its brokenness to avoid 

intergenerational fragmentation and 

disillusion. Damala students can share 

their experiences to Mayawa students 

upon return.  

Students share lessons learnt from the trip, 

including similarities they have seen with the 

balanda problems and Yolŋu problems. 

Anecdotes from the trip display a deepening 

understanding of the world beyond Elcho 

Island. 

 Continue to explore and identify 

programs and tools that work effectively 

in indigenous education whilst giving 

ample freedom for teachers in their 

pedagogy. Train relevant staff in 

implementing tools and programs that 

have been identified as good practice 

through research and consultation: eg. 

THRASS phonics, Walking Talking Text 

Teachers report feeling better equipped in 

planning, teaching and assessing. Students are 

able to see and take pride in their own 

progress. Programs reflect effective pedagogy. 
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GOVERNANCE & 

LEADERSHIP   

LEADERSHIP MATTERS 

 

Key Priorities: 

Cultivate governance 

capacity to strengthen 

strategic and operational 

leadership. 

 

Create pathways for 

leadership development 

that train and equip 

people for current and 

future service.  

Continue conversations with community 

leaders and members as to the feasibility 

and purposes of an ‘action group’ and/or 

School Council.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The leaders of the homelands served by the 

school have met several times to discuss and 

decide together with the Principal. There is a 

consensus on the purposes of an Action Group 

and/or School Council with ideas on how 

it/they would operate, who would be involved 

and what the responsibilities are. 

COMMUNITY & CULTURE  

RELATIONSHIPS MATTER 

 

Key Priorities: 

 

Nurture relationships and 

communication within 

and between the schools, 

programs and entities of 

NT Christian Schools. 

Hunting times and sitting around the fire 

with balanda and Yolŋu families are 

recommended where there’s both Yolŋu 

and balanda adults. The Old Man James 

(custodian of the land Gäwa) reckons this 

is the best space for local adults to share 

knowledge with the balanda staff.  

Yolŋu community members can be seen 

engaging more with school life because they 

see the non-indigenous team’s effort to relate 

to them. Staff report feeling better equipped 

to live and work in the Gäwa context. 

for EAL/D literacy, Talking Numba for 

numeracy 
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 Consider regular whole school & 

community meetings (similar to the 

meeting re: student discipline and 

consequences). The purpose of these 

meetings if desired must be agreed upon 

The community report feeling like they are 

part of the shaping of the school. Policies and 

rules in school are supported and reiterated at 

home, demonstrating to students how both 

Yolŋu and balanda adults are united in caring 

 Strengthen ties with Illawarra Christian 

School (ICS) through continuing the 

Cultural Exchange Program, ‘Bala-Räli 

Marŋgithirr’ with ICS students coming to 

visit Gäwa and GCS students possibly 

visiting ICS. 

Students from both schools to write reflections 

on the Cultural Exchange week. Community 

reports a sense of pride and ownership in the 

process.  

 

It is unnecessary to analyse these elements in detail. It is clear from even a cursory glance 

that issues of Christian integration, Warramiri language learning, ‘Bothways’ philosophy and 

literacy and a range of connected others, have been identified as top priorities for the 

school moving forward. The clear conclusion to be drawn is that the many and varied 

themes which have arisen through this research remain relevant and are being thoughtfully 

worked through in a more formal and systematised fashion than in previous years. In 

particular, it is most encouraging to see complex issues of defining the ‘Bothways’ 

philosophy in the local Gäwa context and of Warramiri language revitalization specifically 

arising for discussion with community and school staff through meetings, action-groups and 

councils. Indeed, it is hard to contemplate how the implications of this research could be 

implemented any better than through this process. In this sense, it is most satisfying, 

personally, to know that the research has been a meaningful and on-going benefit for the 

community, and a clear endorsement of the generative, ‘ground-up’ and ‘bothways’ Yolŋu 

research methodology that has been pursued throughout. 
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Secondly, there is clear potential for the Gäwa philosophy of education analysis to generate 

and inspire further research and/or aid in broader policy development. At the local level, 

there are a number of specific research projects that could develop out of this current 

dissertation. As mentioned in the Introduction, a further article on Warramiri language 

revitalization is drafted and would be most apt as a follow-up to the 2019 United Nations 

Year of Indigenous Languages. With the support of an ‘Indigenous Languages and Arts’ grant 

(also in 2019), the ‘Warramiri Website’ project (covered in publications #8 and #9) has 

evolved into a series of interconnected seasonal e-books. This has not been analysed in this 

dissertation, but the reasons behind this change of medium and further research into the e-

book applicability in the schooling and wider Gäwa community context would be very 

appropriate. As was also mentioned in the Introduction, there is a body of research 

(interviews, discussions and ceremonial recordings) concerning historical pre-‘Macassan’ 

contacts at Gäwa which was originally intended to be incorporated into this dissertation, but 

space did not permit it. Further translation work is required, but this research interacts with 

McIntosh’s extensive writings on the cosmology of the Warramiri and is of great significance 

to very early Indigenous and overall Australian history. Furthermore, still directly related to 

the Gäwa Christian School, there is the clear potential to investigate the actual outcomes or 

‘successes’ of the philosophy of education as outlined. As is apparent, this dissertation has 

focussed on defining, describing and applying the Warramiri philosophy as it pertains to 

Gäwa, and to a limited extent has engaged with how Elders view this as, in and of itself, a 

success. However, in the age of quantitative data, it may well be appropriate to undertake 

formal research on attendance, (multi) literacy development, parental engagement, student 

satisfaction and numerous other topics that are generally considered core to educational 

outcomes. This could be undertaken through Northern Territory Christian Schools channels, 
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or perhaps via Gotha’s partnerships at the Northern Institute, Charles Darwin University. I 

maintain that it could be strongly argued that the Northern Territory Department of 

Education itself could be approached for funding to analyse Gäwa as a case-study as they 

consider their homeland education policy. As was outlined in the Rationale section of the 

Introduction, this is the exact kind of research that the two major reports of the last decade 

into remote Indigenous education of the Northern Territory (Silburn’s Menzies report and 

the Wilson report), have explicitly called for: ‘the commissioning of formative research and 

in-depth case studies to inform specific policy and practice’ (Silburn et al, 2011, p. xi) and 

‘undertaking initial research to ensure that teaching programs and assessment instruments 

are effective with Indigenous students, including those in first language programs’ (Wilson, 

2014, p. 21). Without pre-empting such research, from my personal experiences and 

subsequent professional roles, I am very confident that whichever educational standard is 

applied to measure, Gäwa would be viewed as a success. I am also hopeful that with Gotha’s 

growing reputation, alongside this dissertation, that either Northern Territory Christian 

Schools, Charles Darwin University or the Department of Education will take up this research 

opportunity. At the personal level, with my new role as Principal of Nungalinya College, it is 

the ‘bothways’ Yolŋu theological position that is currently most intriguing to me, and the 

capacity for Gäwa Christian School to model how traditional Yolŋu understanding and 

Christian faith can integrate together. Nungalinya College has its own history of research in 

this area, but stemming mostly from Goṉḏarra’s work in the late 1980s. It may well be a 

time for a renewal of this aspect of the ‘bothways’ philosophy. 

Lastly, and perhaps most importantly of all, the practical Gäwa narrative, supplemented by 

this completed work on the philosophy that sits beneath it, uniquely sets up Gäwa as a 

model for the further expansion of homeland schools. Gäwa Christian School has never 
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been part of the Norther Territory Department of Education, except in the early years when 

it functioned as ‘homeland centre’ attached to Shepherdson College. Therefore, it is not 

appropriate to discuss the implications of the research for broader policy development via 

the Department of Education. However, the Northern Territory Christian Schools functions 

as the governing body for Gäwa Christian School and supplies significant administrative, 

financial and human resourcing leadership. It has been a difficult few years for NT Christian 

Schools with the tragic death at Gäwa itself, the closure of Woolaning Christian School 

(boarding Indigenous students in Litchfield Park campus) and the severing of formal ties 

with Mäpuru Christian School. Thus, Gäwa Christian School is now the only remote 

Indigenous school remaining in the family of Norther Territory Christian schools. 

Nevertheless, despite these setbacks, I believe that a potential long-term implication of this 

research with Gäwa Christian School is that more such Yolŋu homeland, bilingual and 

bicultural ‘Bothways’ schools should be considered to be opened by the Northern Territory 

Christian Schools system. I argue this for a number of reasons. Firstly, there is now over 15 

years of lived experience with the Gäwa Christian School to draw upon, including 

negotiation of some genuinely challenging circumstances. This formal research, alongside 

the on-going generative work in policy development mentioned above and the new 

curriculum development with Warramiri and the seasonal approach, provides a very strong 

theoretical background to use Gäwa Christian School as a ‘model’ to open discussions with 

other Yolŋu communities. Even more importantly, other Yolŋu communities certainly aspire 

to similar holistic, ‘on-country’ and ‘bothways’ education. Although this assertion is not 

substantiated through formal research, I am confident of its truth based on a number of 

personal experiences in 2019. Firstly, having taken up a role at Nungalinya College, I found 

myself in the privileged position of hearing from Christian Elders studying at the College 
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from over 100 remote communities. Many of them spoke of the desire to see Christian 

schools again (harking back to the Mission days) and/or better bilingual and bicultural 

practices reinvigorated in their existing schools. In fact, certain Yolŋu Elders mapped out a 

series of homelands where Christian schools could be opened throughout the entire north-

east Arnhem Land region to allow the maximum amount of children to attend at some point 

in the year! Undoubtedly, watching the beautiful and inspiring ‘Homeland Story’ film at 

Casuarina cinema in 2019, about the long-term development of Donydji homeland and the 

hand-in-hand partnership with specific balanda was also an element in this vision-casting. 

Secondly, in a more formal setting, in attending the Uniting Church Synod meeting of 2019, I 

had the opportunity to hear Bäpa Ken Garrawurra ask some pointed questions in relation to 

the Uniting Church investment in private schools (now almost exclusively) for balanda. His 

clear message was: we still want Christian schools in Yolŋu communities, have you forgotten 

about us? Of course, this was the same point made even more formally by Yiŋiya Mark 

Guyula MLA a few years previously, to the Uniting Church National Ministers’ Conference in 

Darwin 2017, where he mostly discussed the need for Treaty, but explictly concluded his 

address by issuing this challenge: 

The Uniting Church must return to schooling on our lands... it is entirely linked to our 

success in the endeavour for a treaty and beyond to the success of our nation.  We 

must have a situation where our people have the opportunity to gain the skills and 

knowledges of the western world, allowing us to connect with our neighbours, while 

also maintaining the disciplines and knowledges of the Yolŋu world, essential to our 

social health and cohesion.   

 The current situation of government schooling, provides wave after wave of 

experimental models, such as Direct Instruction. These models are introduced only 
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to avoid the proper Bilingual response, and is putting an entire generation at risk.  If 

we cannot have the government schools returned to the Uniting Church, then the 

Uniting Church must invest in alternative models of education. We urgently need 

independent bilingual education to train adults and children on country. Compared 

to the first way of helping I think this is the greater challenge, but the Uniting Church 

networks need to be applied to this problem together with real faith for provision 

(Guyula, 2017, p. 18). 

This is an important quote with which to conclude, for not only does it summarize many of 

the major themes of this research (‘on country’, bilingual, bicultural, ‘bothways’), but it also 

links such an educational philosophy with national self-determination outcomes. Coming 

from Yiŋiya Mark Guyula, as the elected representative for the Arnhem Land constituent, 

gives the position a further, significant weight and gravitas. Whether the Uniting Church 

Norther Territory is in a realistic position to heed this call is questionable, but the 

encouragement to invest in ‘alternative models of education’ brings us back to the Northern 

Territory Christian Schools and the homeland schools expansion potential.2 In many ways, 

back in 2004, establishing Gäwa Christian School was a ‘leap of faith’ by both the Gäwa 

community and the Norther Territory Christian Schools body. However, there is now a 

significant shared history through both joys and major challenges, generative policy and 

governance structures in development and this formal research on ‘Gäwa Christian School: 

an ‘on country’ and ‘Bothways’ philosophy of education’ to rely upon. In a further 15 years’ 

time, it is my personal hope that many new Yolŋu homeland schools will have been 

                                                             
2 In late 2020, we hosted a day-symposium at Nungalinya College on the potential expansion of Christian 
homeland schools. Participants included senior staff and the Board from NTCS, past and present Gäwa 
principals, Uniting Church representatives and Yolŋu Elders from across north-east Arnhem Land. This is a most 
exciting beginning. 
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established and further research undertaken to outline how their local manifestations of 

Yolŋu educational philosophy compares and contrasts with the Warramiri Gäwa context. It 

is a big work, but as we are encouraged in the conclusion of the Gotha’s beautiful Yuṯa 

Gonydjuy (New Wax) parable, a sweet reward awaits: 

Bili Godthu djanaliŋgu gunyan marimi 

ŋuwakurru gonydjuy' djämawu, mädjanal ŋarru 

djäma ŋamaŋamayun djanaliŋguway djanal 

ŋayi, ga guku ga waripu malany ŋuwatjuman 

bayiŋuya gonydjuy'yu.  

Ga gukum ŋarru marimin latjun dhäkayma.  

 

God already gave them everything that is good, 

they only had to look around hard and use their 

own skills for making the sugar-bag, using the 

natural wax from the flowers that blossom in 

the bush. Take care of this way well and the 

sugar-bag that comes from the bush will be 

sweet and beautiful to taste. 

 

 

Taste and see that the Lord is good; blessed is the one who takes refuge in him (Psalm 34:8). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



103 
 

8. Conclusion 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

As the people of the reef and deep sea, the Warramiri clan have a long and fascinating 

history of contact with sea-faring visitors to north-east Arnhem Land, Australia. As one of 

the Yolŋu yirritja moiety clans tasked with brokering relationships with such visitors, the 

Warramiri have numerous narratives and ceremonies connected to ‘Macassan’ traders 

and even older waves of visitors, largely unknown to recorded, mainstream Australian 

history. When Methodist missionaries arrived in the mid-20th century, it was no surprise, 

therefore, that key Warramiri Elders were amongst the earliest to wrestle with how this 

new culture and sacred could interact with and be integrated into the Yolŋu cosmology. 

Although formally established in 2004, Gäwa Christian School is certainly a product of 

this long and unique Warramiri history. However, practically, Gäwa Christian School is 

also a story of vision, resilience and perseverance, when in the 1990s Warramiri families 

cut a permanent road through the bush from the township Galiwin’ku, ran school 

classes, established a water supply, started to build some houses and eventually 

permanently settled to live at Gäwa- their homeland. Education was always a top 

Figure 2: Gäwa Homeland. 
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priority. In fact, there was school on the beach long before any buildings were 

established. In partnering with the Northern Territory Christian Schools body in 2004, 

the Elders’ vision was coming to fruition, a fully staffed and resourced school was 

available with the potential for balanda teachers to gumurrkunhamirr 

(negotiate/partner) with the community to raise up children through a best of both 

worlds approach. This philosophy of education is a profound and challenging one in the 

era of standardisation of the Australian Curriculum and national prioritisation of English 

literacy and numeracy levels. Nevertheless, the Gäwa community is adamant that 

‘bothways’ is achievable, that progress in both English and Warramiri literacy is 

attainable lonydju’yirr (side-by-side), that the heart and the mind can grow rrambaŋi 

marŋgithirr (learning together), that Christian faith and traditional Warramiri knowledge 

can integrate and that Warramiri children will find their true identity at Gäwa, brought 

up by the right people and the right land- ‘on country’. Research over the last decade has 

revealed the history and depth of this philosophy of education and seen it applied to two 

distinct fields: a multi-literacy approach and seasonal-cycle digital curriculum. In both 

areas, the ‘bothways’ and ‘on country’ perspectives have been honoured and woven into 

the design and delivery of pedagogies and resources.  

‘On country’ and ‘bothways’ education are expressions which are used in various 

capacities in the Northern Territory Indigenous context, often with over-lapping and 

even contradictory meanings. The major contribution of this dissertation at the 

academic level is to provide clear definitions of these terms, as applied by the Warramiri 

Yolŋu clan. In summary, ‘on country’ aligns with the Yolŋu axiological foundation of 

yirralka (home-land centre) and the ‘rightness’ of life and learning flourishing where 

appropriate kinship reationships, language and land can take an active role in education. 
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It is a clear challenge to the government policy of centralisation of services in community 

hub-towns. ‘Bothways’ is not a new concept, having been shared by Yolŋu educators 

from the 1980s, but has fallen out of academic discourse and/or morphed in meaning to 

encompass a broader range of cross-cultural perspectives. But at Gäwa, enhanced by a 

long transcultural history of interaction with ‘outsiders’, the original meaning is still 

pursued; that learning and growth can be generated through balanda (white) schooling 

systems where they mirror the multiple balances inherent in the Yolŋu cosmology and 

negotiate a common ground where new knowledge can be produced. 

The publications which follow emanate from three distinct phases of research and 

highlight the detail of specific projects, linking the Gäwa philosophy of education to 

relevant theories from anthropological, missiological and pedagogical fields. It is my 

hope and prayer that this dissertation will continue to succeed in presenting the 

inspiring history of the Gäwa community and its philosophy of education, help prepare 

new balanda to live and work there, and serve as a model for more Yolŋu communities 

to follow suit and forge partnerships to further their own homeland perspectives in 21st 

century Australia. 
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9. Appendix: Publications 
 

The nine publications which have emerged from the data collection phases will now be 

presented. As mentioned in the ‘Introduction’, I have structured these thematically, rather 

than chronologically. Despite being written at different times over the years, seven out of 

the nine articles were published in 2019, making the citations a little cumbersome. The 

following table includes the formal citations in line with the reference list: 

Theme Years Citation 

Gäwa 2011-2015 1. van Gelderen, B., & Guthadjaka, K. (2019d). School 
is home, home as school: Yolŋu ‘on country’ and 
‘through country’ place-based education from Gäwa 
homeland. Australian and International Journal of 
Rural Education, 29(3), 56-75. 

 2016-2018 2. van Gelderen, B., Guthadjaka, K., Ford, L., 
Bukulatjpi, J., Ford, C., Ford E., Danganbarr, B., 
Yuhun, P., & Wallace, R. (2019). Warramiri 
cosmology: an introduction. Learning Communities: 
International Journal of Learning in Social Contexts, 
24, 56-79. 

Christian 2016-2018 3. van Gelderen, B., Guthadjaka, K., Fletcher, K., & 
Herweynen, R. (Post-print). Adjustments, 
adaptations and awakenings: Yolŋu ‘bothways’ 
contextualised Christianity and hybridity at Gäwa. 
‘Aboriginal Cosmology Book’. ANU Press. 

School 

 

-Pedagogy 

2011-2015 4.  van Gelderen, B. (2019). Too many ‘two-ways’? 
‘Gäwa is a two-way school’:  clarifying approaches 
to remote Northern Territory Indigenous education. 
Learning Communities: International Journal of 
Learning in Social Contexts, 24, 40-54. 

 2011-2015 5. van Gelderen, B., & Guthadjaka, K. (2019b). 
Renewing the Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ philosophy: 
Warramiri transculturation education at Gäwa. 
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Australian Journal of Indigenous Education, 48, 1-
11. 

-Multi-literacy 2009-2010 6. van Gelderen, B., & Guthadjaka, K. (2019c). Yuṯa 
Gonydjuy: The ‘New Wax’ Warramiri Yolŋu parable 
as transculturation literature and Lonydju’yirr 
literacy at Gäwa. English in Australia, 54(1), 30-42. 

 2009-2010 7. van Gelderen, B., & Guthadjaka, K. (2019). A Yolŋu 
‘Bothways’ approach to English and Warramiri 
literacy at Gäwa. Australian Review of Applied 
Linguistics, 41(3), 252-279. 

-Digital 

development 

2011-2015 8. van Gelderen, B., & Guthadjaka, K. (2017). The 
Warramiri website: applying an alternative Yolŋu 
epistemology to digital development. Research and 
Practice in Technology Enhanced Learning, 12(14). 
doi.org/10.1186/s41039-017-0052-x 

 2011-2015 9. Guthadjaka, K., & van Gelderen, B. (2019). 
Designing the Warramiri website: a bala-räli 
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Only a last few introductory notes are necessary. Firstly, notwithstanding minor corrections 

suggested by the Examiners, all publications appear here exactly as in the formal journals, 

excepting the #3 chapter on the Yolŋu adoption of Christianity and its current application at 

Gäwa. This chapter was accepted for the forthcoming ‘Aboriginal Cosmology’ text as it 

appears here, but upon framing the overall book, it was considered too lengthy in 

comparison to other contributions. However, the original, unabridged edit has been 

retained for the purpose of this dissertation. Secondly, the publications have been 

standardised in terms of formatting, both for ease of reading and so references and 

footnotes could remain consistent. Lastly, there is some clear repetition, especially within 
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the ‘Context’ and ‘Positionality’ sections of publications, as these provide a similar 

background to the Gäwa community and retell the story of how I came to undertake the 

research. There is also some overlap of figures and footnotes, with a few maps and 

photographs utilized in more than one publication. These have been retained despite the 

redundancy, to give a feel for the flow of the original, completed publication. Lastly, in 

terms of the journals chosen, I decided early in proceedings to pursue quality Australian 

publications, primarily ones focussed on Indigenous issues and/or which emphasised 

applied linguistic, sociological or educational areas, rather than international journals. 

Following Gotha’s lead, the hope remains that the Gäwa story will continue to spread in the 

Australian context, facilitating further ‘bothways’ partnerships with schools across the 

nation. 
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#1 School is home, home as school:  Yolŋu ‘on country’ and 

‘through country’ place-based education at Gäwa. 

Abstract 

In the review of rural, regional and remote education in Australia, Halsey briefly reflected on 

the old conundrum of how traditional Indigenous culture and ‘western’ knowledge (as 

represented in mainstream curriculum) might be integrated in remote schooling contexts. 

The recommendation supplied was for ‘greater opportunity in the curriculum for learning 

about and valuing home and Homelands knowledge and life skills’ (Halsey, 2018, p. 32).  

However, what appears a simple recommendation rests upon a complex definition of 

‘homeland’ and a long history of Indigenous negotiation with balanda (white) educational 

policies and practices in north-east Arnhem Land. At the Warramiri Yolŋu homeland of 

Gäwa, a philosophy of education has developed to encompass a profound place-based 

prioritisation. Following a critical Indigenous methodological framework designed by Yolŋu 

Elders, community research from Gäwa will be outlined to elucidate this localised 

Indigenous ‘on country’ and ‘through country’ pedagogy, and a practical demonstration of 

the philosophy in terms of the incorporation of a Warramiri ‘turning’ seasonal-cycle 

curriculum will also be briefly discussed. 

Keywords  

Homeland education, Yolŋu Bothways, ‘on country’ and ‘through country’ pedagogy, Gäwa.  
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Positionality and Methodology 

In 2009-2010, Ben lived and worked at Gäwa, a Warramiri ancestral estate at the northern 

tip of Elcho Island, north-east Arnhem land. The Warramiri are a ‘clan’ of the yirritja moiety 

of the Yolŋu cosmos and are the people of the reef and the deep sea (Burrumarra, 1977). 

Warramiri have traditional estates on the mainland and at various sites throughout the 

string of islands stretching north-eastwards towards West Papua, known as the Wessel 

Islands. Over the centuries Gäwa has been a meeting place for Yolŋu clans to undertake 

important ceremonies, a site where whale-hunters interacted with Yolŋu, a sheltered bay 

where negotiations were entered into with ‘Macassans’ trading for trepang and other items, 

and remains a fertile hunting ground (McIntosh, 1996b, Bruce & Huddleston, 2006). 

Through the initiative and perseverance of Warramiri and their inter-clan connections, by 

Figure 3: Gäwa Homeland, 2013. 



111 
 

the early 1990s Gäwa had also been transformed into a ‘homeland’, where permanent 

housing, water supply, electricity and a homeland centre school had been established 

(Gäwa Christian School, 2017). Guthadjaka (Gotha) and her family networks were pivotal in 

the establishment of Gäwa as a settled community and Gotha was also the first teacher, 

often teaching, feeding and caring for up to 45 students for the school week (Baker, 

Garŋgulkpuy & Guthadjaka, 2014; Nungalinya, 2017). In 2004, Gäwa community partnered 

with Northern Territory Christian Schools to ensure a permanently staffed and well-

resourced school would develop and during 2009-2010, Gotha mentored Ben in application 

of the Yolŋu ‘bothways’ philosophy to education (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019). In 

2013, Ben returned to the community to undertake research with Gotha  to analyse the 

‘bothways’ philosophy in its local Warramiri manifestation. As a form of action research, the 

aim was also to assist in applying the educational philosophy to both the school curriculum 

and the development of the ‘Warramiri website’. The website was to house and structure 

the many digital resources Gotha had collected and designed over the decades to assist in 

the intergenerational transmission of Warramiri language and culture (van Gelderen & 

Guthadjaka, 2017). Thus, in terms of explicating the research positionality, a multi-layered 

insider/outsider dynamic eventuated. Ben had been a teacher at the school, had lived in the 

small community a few years prior and had been adopted into the Yolŋu gurruṯu (kinship) 

system. In fact, he had been adopted as Djambarrpuyŋu ‘child’ for the Warramiri clan and 

was therefore in a ‘caretaker’ position to learn of and support the Warramiri vision for 

Gäwa. He had retained relationships with the governing Northern Territory Christian Schools 

organisation (who had encouraged the research to assist the formation of distinct policy 

documentation for the school), but he was no longer employed directly. Gotha is clearly 

acknowledged by both Warramiri and balanda as an expert in education and engagement 
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with balanda systems of governance3 and contributed directly to the research herself. 

However, she also directed Ben as to the who and when of interviews with other 

community members, choosing to be part of some of these interviews, but not others, 

depending on appropriate gurruṯu (kinship) avoidance categories and a general desire to 

allow for divergent opinions. Overall, the methodological approach undertaken was a 

qualitative, semi-structured interview process. As of 2013, as just under a decade of formal 

partnership between Gäwa community and Northern Territory Christian Schools existed, it 

was also decided that an appropriate approach would be to frame open-ended discussion 

questions around the history and vision of the school, the curriculum and pedagogy 

patterns, as a form of informal review. Ethics clearance for the research was obtained 

through the Charles Darwin University Human Research Ethics Committee in 2012. 

We were committed to applying a critical Indigenous methodology throughout the research, 

informed by international theorists (Denzin, Lincoln & Tuhiwai Smith, 2008), but insistent 

that localised Yolŋu priorities predominate. In this regard we relied on explicit community 

advice (such that the research should also involve the balanda school staff and community 

members), as well as reflections from significant multi-year research projects at Charles 

Darwin University which had directly involved Gotha and other Yolŋu co-researchers4. One 

of the methodological tensions was the interplay between research as an activity that 

involved all of the community; ‘Yolŋu are experienced in building agreement while taking 

difference seriously... because agreeing over words is agreeing over worlds’ (Christie, 2009, 

p.31), and the Yolŋu rejection of ‘epistemic equality’: ‘the idea that anyone can potentially 

                                                             
3 In 2018, Gotha was awarded an honorary doctorate for her service to education, an Order of Australia for her 
community development role at Galiwin’ku and Gäwa and was the Senior Australian of the Year for the 
Northern Territory. 
4 See http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/ik/ikhome.html, http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/index.html and 
http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/inc/ 
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know anything, and everyone knows in the same way…(and) the assumption that everyone 

does or can know the same things in the same way’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). The interaction 

of these principles produces the challenging methodological principle of good research as 

the ‘right people talking to the right people in the right place at the right time in the right 

order’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). For balanda researcher Ben, this was clearly a closed loop- to 

find the right people, one must ask the right people! Therefore, reliance on Gotha and her 

discretionary timetabling of interviews was paramount. Furthermore, in presenting the 

data, an appropriate hierarchy is also maintained; Gäwa Elders’ (W, G, C) statements are 

foregrounded, then other Elders from Warramiri and other closely connected clans (Gä, Gal, 

Bu, Ba, Wu) are highlighted. Lastly, balanda responses from Gäwa are presented (K, S, M, 

and Ma).  

A second challenge was to accomodate the Yolŋu insistence that research is a holistic, 

generative activity; it must function both to strengthen existing bonds of social harmony; 

‘Yolŋu often judge truthfulness in research through other criteria to do with... agreement in 

good faith’ (Christie, 2009, p. 32) and, refusing any notion of judging observer, produce 

outcomes consistent with the research data; ‘the researcher is an engaged observer, and 

works to generate change practices through the research position’ (Christie, 2013, p. 3). 

Therefore, the website development was integral to the research as the on-going, 

generative aspect of the work. This was literal ‘ground up’ work, not only in terms of 

resources and suggested new content for the site, but what we learned in discussion with 

Elders about the primacy of land was built in to the design phase with significant changes 

made to the website to accommodate emerging priorities (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 

2017). In terms of negotiating to develop policy for the school, it was not always easy, 

finding the balance between helping retain and maintain community harmony and using 
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connections and influence with other bodies (primarily Northern Territory Christian Schools) 

to advocate for generative changes based on the research. This is, undoubtedly, an aspect of 

the inherent complexity in honouring Yolŋu research methodologies; of Christie’s ‘double 

participation’ (Christie, 2013b). It took several years to transcribe and translate the 

interviews and various other events slowed down the website development side of the 

research. Nevertheless, this was also a positive opportunity to re-visit the themes, outside 

of the ‘formal’ interviews; to ‘work slowly and allow new ideas and practices to emerge here 

and how, and grow slowly through mutual respect and a history of shared experience’ 

(Christie, 2009, p. 32). 

Context: Yolŋu Homelands 

What are homelands? 

In the Northern Territory, ‘homeland’ is often conflated with ‘outstation’ and is sometimes 

utilized as a catch-all phrase for ‘remote’ land owned or cared for by Indigenous people. 

Indeed, Blanchard’s (1987) significant report defined homelands and outstations together, 

as ‘small decentralised communities of close kin established by the movement of Aboriginal 

people to land of social, cultural and economic significance to them’ (Blanchard, 1987, p. 

xvi).  This is certainly a useful starting point; however, it should be emphasised that for 

Yolŋu, ‘homeland’ has a quite specific meaning. That is, homeland centres are often 

established on existing sites of yirralka; ‘the best translation of Yirralka may indeed be 

‘home-land-centre’ or maybe ‘land-identity-centre’ (Christie & Greatorex, 2004, p. 44). 

Indeed: 

The yirralka were set in place even as the creating ancestors, the original 

Yolngu, moved across the land, singing, dancing, crying and talking the forms of 
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the knowable world into place, and leaving named groups of Yolngu and plants 

and animals behind on identified estates (Christie & Greatorex, 2004, p. 44). 

Thus, Yolŋu may ‘return to country’ to establish new homeland centres, but it is not a 

discretionary initiative. The ‘return’ is (almost) as important as the ‘country’ in that the 

specific portions of land (due to the creative activities of the ancestors) have already been 

situated in a complex network of clan relationships and responsibilities. In fact, the 

negotiated and re-definable nature of ‘clan’ and ‘country’ identity is a key characteristic of 

the Yolŋu cosmology; ‘social and religious geography… was ambiguous and contested, 

clearly focussed (if disputed) here, fuzzy and undefined there’ (Keen, 1994, p. 105). 

Furthermore, the nature of the gurruṯu (kinship) system means that other clans (and 

particularly the ‘child’ clan in the yothu-yindi dynamic) will always have significant formal 

‘caretaker’ roles over homelands that are not their own clan land; ‘there is always a 

connection between a yolngu yothu and its yindi, there is always a connection between a 

yothu piece of land and its mother land’ (Marika, Ŋurruwutthun, & White, 1989, p. 19). 

However, none of these riders diminish the fundamental role homelands play in the 

complex of land and language that comprise the Yolŋu identity. The reason Yolŋu aspire to 

live on homelands, ‘the foundational one, from which all else flows, is that they are living on 

their country, the source of their spiritual identity and strength… because of their profound 

attachment to the places that are the wellspring of their identity and creativity’ (Morphy & 

Morphy, 2008, p. 41, 43). Indeed, Christie and Greatorex (2004) convincingly argue that key 

Yolŋu cosmological and philosophical concepts such as mulkurr (head-right knowing), djalkiri 

(foot-foundation), gurruṯu (kinship-network) and märr (trust-strength) are significantly 

strengthened as categories of social capital in the homeland context. Thus, for Yolŋu, 

‘homeland’ and ‘on country’ are virtual synonyms, implying a profound connection to clan 
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land (or through the gurruṯu system, an appropriate inter-clan connection to land) and the 

identity complex of language, narrative and localised land knowledge that this entails. 

Homelands are not to be confused with community towns (usually founded on ex-mission 

sites), which are also Indigenous ‘country’, but almost always involve a mingling of many 

clans, languages and priorities (cf Shore, Chisholm, Bat, Harris, Kell & Raeburn, 2014, p. 5). 

As we now briefly summarize, the ‘homeland movement’ arose in many areas in 

contradistinction to life on the missions. 

Homeland Movement 

My people are continuing to move out from missions to their own outstations 

of homeland centres. I believe that the reason for this movement is not only to 

divorce themselves from the pressures of laws governing them in local 

communities. It also enables them to make decisions that affect their lives on a 

day-to-day basis, on their own lands, without question by other clans and 

groups (Lanhupuy, 1982, p. 56). 

 Although ‘it is clear that there were a considerable number of groups of Aboriginal people 

choosing to live or remain living in small groups well before the advent of the so-called 

outstation movement’ (Myers & Peterson, 2016, p. 9), the 1970s are generally considered 

the beginning of the ‘movement’. For Yolŋu, the motivation to ‘return to country’ was multi-

faceted, but, overall, involved both negative and positive concepts of liberty (Berlin, 1969), 

or freedom from and freedom for rationales. Freedom from the restrictions of government, 

the enforced jostling of competing clan rights created by the mission settlements and 

specific negative influences such as alcohol and violence, and freedom for the pursuit of 

autonomy and re-establishing traditional realms of authority. It was never a question of 

‘turning back time’ (‘even though we moved out to our own tribal land in our own 
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Homelands, we didn't move back to a nomadic lifestyle but we took with us our new 

knowledge of settlement systems, needs for services and facilities’, Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 

Maymuru, Munuŋgurr, Munyarryun, Ŋurruwutthun & Yunupiŋu, 1990, p. 38). However, it 

was an opportunity to reinvigorate traditional life-patterns and cosmology (‘to rebuild social 

harmony through reference to these past structures’, Livett, 1988, p. 15), for the homeland 

community ‘in its composition, its structure of authority, its mechanisms of distribution of 

resources and in patterns of consumption… hints strongly at a past system of organization’ 

(Morphy, 1991, p. 42). On Elcho Island, some Yolŋu linked the movement with the rise of 

land rights claims and the political good will of the federal government of the early 1970s; 

‘the main reason for the outstation movement was centred on land rights and the 

government's policy of self determination’ (Biritjalawuy, 1993, p. 49). However, for others, 

self-determination was mere political rhetoric, highlighting instead the practical realities of 

homelands; ‘a chance to develop the way we want… an education that will balance a 

community relating to its environment’ (Munyarryun, 1976, p. 57). Furthermore, in contrast 

to some of the balanda romantic/socialist imaginings of the movement (Hughes, 2007), 

homelands were never communes, they were neither isolated from each other nor other 

larger towns; the regional interactions between land and clan remained vital. In fact, such a 

dynamic continued the Yolŋu adjustment process, the new/ever-old interplay: ‘the 

outstation movement provided a context and an opportunity for the reconstitution of local 

political relationships that were perceived to be in continuity with past trajectories’ (Morphy 

& Morphy, 2016, p. 303). On Elcho Island in particular, the homeland movement was also 

fashioned by the particular missiology of the long-term missionaries, the Shepherdsons. 

‘Bäpa Sheppy’ explicitly supported homeland living and facilitated Yolŋu to remain on their 

ancestral estates through light-airplane from the very early 1950s. Anthropologists (Berndt 
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& Berndt, 1988, p. 46; Bos, 1988, p. 160; Rudder, 1993, p. 4), historians (McKenzie, 1976, p. 

175; Edwards & Clarke, 1988, p. 196; Kadiba, 1998, p. 146, Baker, 2018) and Ella 

Shepherdson herself (1981, p. 35) have all acknowledged their pioneering role in 

establishing homelands.  

Currently, although the population is clearly mobile between homelands and community 

towns, it is estimated that between 25-35% of the Northern Territory Indigenous population 

reside on homelands through the year (Kerins, 2009; CreativeSpirits, 2017). Significant 

research has focussed on benefits for natural resource management (Douglas, 2011), health 

outcomes (Andreasyan & Hoy, 2009), cost-benefit analysis (Mooney, 2009), and social 

capital (Christie & Greatorex, 2004) in homeland contexts. However, it was not until 2009 

that the Northern Territory released its first, official policy for homelands/outstations, and 

despite the rise of ‘caring for country’ and ‘working on country’ regimes (Altman & Kerins, 

Figure 4: Elcho Island homelands and sites. 
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2012), the direct implications of the policy included ‘that no new outstations will be 

financially supported, and service delivery will be negotiated via individual service 

agreements. Education will be provided (via)… existing bush schools, distance learning, 

boarding in TGTs (Territory Growth Towns) and transport to TGTs’ (Kerins, 2009, p. 5). The 

most recent government release, Homelands Policy: a shared responsibility (2015) contains 

significant rhetoric around enabling residents to live on and maintain connections with 

ancestral lands, but offers minimal support for repairs and a moratorium on new 

homelands. The policy makes no reference to homeland education. 

Homeland Education 

In contrast, the homeland movement historically was intrinsically connected to education, 

undoubtedly encouraged by early missionary prioritisation of ‘self-sufficiency in food and 

housing (and) schooling for the children’ (Morphy & Morphy, 2016, p. 308). For Yolŋu, 

homelands offered the potential to reinvigorate an intercultural philosophy of education to 

also include balanda curriculum, for ‘in Yolŋu society there is negotiation of meanings 

between the two moieties, dhuwa and yirritja, which can be applied to negotiation between 

Yolŋu and balanda cultures to find the common ground that makes up the two way 

curriculum’ (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p. 13). This was the first iteration of ‘bothways’ education 

and ‘the flow of these ideas guided the development of all the Homeland schools’ (Marika-

Munuŋgiritj, et al., 1990, p. 40). In particular, homeland education countered the disruption 

to the intergenerational transmission of language and cultural knowledge apparent in the  

large community schools and the disconnection with clan-based country. As Christie 

summarizes, homelands were: 

Always as much an educational imperative as an economic or religious one. 

From the Yolngu perspective, one could participate properly in the growing up 
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of young children, only if they were in the right place, with the right people, 

and away from some of the bad influences of settlement life (Christie, 2006, p. 

28). 

On Elcho Island, by 1984 there were nine homeland school centres. They were only 

rudimentarily resourced, but in accord with the political good will of the time, there was a 

clear emphasis on ‘Aboriginalisation’ of these Department of Education schools (Marika, 

1999): ‘the school is structured so that the people are running their own school. The main 

ways in which they influence the school is through their selection of teachers and what is to 

be taught’ (Biritjalawuy, 1993, p. 49). In the Laynha region surrounding Yirrkala, there was a 

similar evolution as homelands and schools progressed together. It was an organic and 

generative process; ‘they all started at different dates as their communities were ready, but 

in the same way – under a bark hut or shed, under a paperback shade or under a shady tree, 

- real open air teaching’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, et al., 1990, p. 40).  In many school-centres 

there was a clear expectation for reciprocal, ‘two-way’ teaching and learning between the 

balanda teacher and the community, including a bilingual medium of instruction, adult 

education initiatives and a marked emphasis on ‘teacher-training’ for the local Yolŋu school 

staff. 

Despite Blanchard (1987) comprehensively outlining the diversity of homeland communities 

whilst also noting that ‘in all cases homeland communities want an education service that is 

very much a part of the community in a way that has often not occurred in the major 

communities’ (Blanchard, 1987, p. 213), support at both theoretical and financial levels has 

declined in recent decades. In conjunction with the winding back of bilingual education; ‘in 

those relatively few places where traditional knowledge practices are alive in Aboriginal 

schools, and where Aboriginal homeland centres thrive, this is the case in spite of radical 
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disinvestment on the part of governments’ (Christie, 2006, p. 28). Indeed, the most recent 

large-scale report into Indigenous education in the Northern Territory noted that ‘there is 

no longer a specific system-wide Homelands bureaucratic structure… (no) common 

application of the policy position for the provision of education… (and) no common 

programs used across all Homelands education facilities’ (Wilson, 2014, p. 73). Surprisingly, 

whilst acknowledging that the differences in infrastructure and resources between 

homelands and similarly sized non-Indigenous remote schools were a significant racial-

equality issue, Wilson nevertheless concluded that ‘urban boarding arrangements will be 

recognized as the only viable way to provide for the education of students living in small, 

remote Homelands’ (Wilson, 2014, p. 75). Such a sweeping generalisation seriously 

undermines the profound connection to country that underpins the Yolŋu philosophy of 

education (as outlined below) and is also based on questionable assumption as to whether 

boarding students do actually show an improvement in the area of English literacy (as 

assessed through NAPLAN results). More fundamentally, the issue is consistently raised as 

to whether such a narrow focus should actually remain at the core of an analysis of quality 

education in remote Indigenous contexts (Guenther & Bat, 2013; Spillman, 2017). 

Considering the interconnected nexus between health, social capital, overall well-being, 

maintenance of traditional language and culture and education in the homeland context, it 

is very questionable whether these assumptions are justified. At the very least, genuine 

research with homeland schools should be prioritised, as there exists ‘little longitudinal 

research to guide the development of evidence-based policy for homeland/outstation 

education’ (Kerins, 2010, p. 6). Despite the inadequate empirical data, there are some 

excellent, recent case studies. Morphy & Morphy (2016) provide a detailed overview of the 

development of Yilpara, the complex interplay between infrastructure implementations and 
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micro-economies, bilingual policies, teacher-training initiatives and new ‘independent’ 

school alternatives, and White’s (2016) history of Donydji also features the development of 

the local school. Likewise, Greatorex (2017) reflects on almost 40 years of involvement with 

Yolŋu at Galiwin’ku and the Mäpuru homeland, highlighting the struggle to ensure a 

permanently staffed and resourced school and an intercultural curriculum whereby ‘Yolŋu 

values have prominence in the school, alongside Yolŋu ways of seeing the world so that 

students’ Yolŋu identity is not challenged, but deeply enhanced’ (Greatorex, 2017, p. 341). 

We certainly believe the research with the Gäwa community will enhance this burgeoning 

interest in homeland education and could potentially act as a stimulus for the kind of first-

language, case-study, action-based research so desperately needed.5 

Gäwa homeland: ‘return to country’ 

The Gäwa homeland narrative reflects some of this background, but  it is the localised 

‘factors that are commonly ignored, or that are, indeed, unknown at the non-local level, yet 

which need to be taken into account when planning for the future’ (Morphy & Morphy, 

2016, p. 302). It was for this very reason that the opening research question was focussed 

specifically on why Gäwa existed as a homeland; what was the original vision? Gäwa Elders 

responded: 

W: The reason people go back to home is that they feel in their heart they want 

to go back to their homeland. Other people stay here (Galiwin’ku) far too long. 

It’s on the inside, in their heart, they want to go and stay. There is a great 

yearning, telling them to go back. It doesn’t just happen in a rush… until that 

                                                             
5 The extensively researched Menzies School of Health Research Report into ‘early years’ acquisition of English 
for Indigenous students recommends ‘the commissioning of formative research and in-depth case studies 
[emphasis added] to inform specific policy and practice’ (Silburn et al., 2011, p. xi) and the AMA note that a 
‘greater emphasis should be given to action-based research [emphasis added] in the form of projects 
developed for, and located within, local communities’ (Australian Medical Association, 2013, p. 12). 
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person is ready... then that person can go back. ‘Come on, let’s go and see that 

place so we can stay there’. 

G: Well, the ‘old man’ asked us to go to Gäwa. He could see what would 

happen in the future. He asked us. At that time, Galiwin’ku was a good place to 

live.... (but) we went, no road, no plane…we went by boat. And his thinking, the 

old man, was that it was for all his (Warramiri) family. 

C: I use the word ‘clean’... there are a lot of problems in towns which don’t exist 

here. So, you get a clean start, so it’s what you make of it really. Not what 

other people have messed up... (also) the old man of the family asked us to 

establish the place, so that family would have a place to go to, rather than 

being stuck. And it also means, you know, that the family doesn’t lose their 

inheritance, it’s safe... And the other part of the reason was and really for me 

the main thing was similar to that word ‘clean’; a fresh start with the church to 

have total freedom, rather than be bound by other peoples’ concepts of what it 

should be. 

There are some clear parallels between the Gäwa Elders’ responses to the question of 

community vision with the overall ‘return to country’ homeland movement. Most 

importantly, the land itself is an active participant telling them to go back and it is 

connected to a fundamental identity process; they feel in their heart… there is a great 

yearning. There is also the notion of escaping some of the negative influences of Galiwin’ku 

township, that the ‘old man’ (Warramiri Elder Ŋulpurray) could see would worsen in the 

future, and so he directed his daughter (Gotha) and families to boat out to Gäwa to survey 

the Warramiri clan land; it was for all his family. There are also allusions to the positive 

freedom, in this instance linked to a physical and symbolic ‘clean’; the capacity to not be 
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stuck in town, to decide one’s own fate. And the mention of the inheritance being safe is a 

reference to land right claims and encroaching balanda interests such as mining and fishing 

industries in the Wessel islands. In particular, there was also the opportunity to live and 

express a holistic and integrated ‘faith’ as the community truly desired it; of Christian and 

traditional Yolŋu ontologies together, a fresh start with the church to have total freedom. 

This last aspect was certainly supported by other Yolŋu in terms of the vision for education 

as a Christian school. Yolŋu responses included: 

G: So, I told the Government and they discussed it and gave me three options to 

pick from: One teacher school, Independent Government School, Shepherdson 

College… but none of those, I wanted the Christian school. That one was left 

out. So, we kept working and that’s how the Christian Gäwa School started. We 

had a trial, no more arguing, and left it with the Lord. 

Gä: It’s up to you to make that change to a Christian school. Gäwa and Mäpuru 

were leading the way…. Your (Gotha’s) idea was very good and we support you 

in that.  

Gal: I would want a Christian school, so they could know Jesus’ name. Yes, son. 

Bu: It’s good to have a Christian school so they can learn ‘Bothways’, but most 

important is to learn about Christ. Through that the kids can see what’s good 

and what’s bad and they can choose. 

Balanda were very cognizant of this community priority: 

K: We’re a Christian school- first and fore mostly we’ve got a deep interest in 

making sure that this student knows and loves the Lord. And that everything 

else in life is built upon that; so that’s the first layer.  
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S: There’s that element from a Christian perspective too I think; there’s a sense 

of not in wanting to escape, but creating a unique Christian community here 

that’s different to the Christian community that’s in Galiwin’ku. 

Ma: I understand, especially from a Christian perspective, there are parents 

who want their kids to have a Christian education and not to be influenced by 

the negative things that were obviously in town. And certainly, to be on their 

own home land. Educated here, and hopefully to learn and be strong in their 

own culture and strong in the stewardship of the land that God’s given them. 

Ta: We’ve often had that ‘balanda culture’, ‘Yolŋu culture’… but we want Christ 

culture… That’s the beautiful thing of this place, that’s what, hopefully, the 

community want and that’s what they wanted initially…working together 

towards that is a wonderful thing to be part of.  

S: For me, from what I understand and from what I see here and from talking to 

C and G, it wasn’t just education, it was a whole way of living and being 

together in community. And then being a Christian school as well.  

The whole topic of Yolŋu adoption of Christianity and the interplay with traditional beliefs 

and schooling is a complex and fascinating one, involving questions of mission history, 

syncretism and/or contextualisation and a burgeoning Yolŋu theology. Father, you gave us 

the Dreaming (1988) is a clear starting point, as well as Goṉḏarra’s other works; 1986, 1987, 

1992, 1996. Also, see Magowan 1999, 2001, 2003, cf Kelly, 2014. Suffice it to say, the Gäwa 

return to country certainly involves this as a vital element, alongside the shared issues of 

(negative and positive) freedom, holistic land-language identity formation and land rights.  
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School is home: ‘on country’ education 

From his years living at Gäwa, Ben certainly knew of the community aspiration to live on 

country and sustain a holistic and integrated ‘bothways’ education (van Gelderen & 

Guthadjaka, 2019b). He was also very aware of the fundamental role Warramiri language 

and literacy played (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019), through team-teaching with Gotha 

and having read her reflections on the key nexus between land, language and identity in 

child development (Guthadjaka, 2010). Indeed, he knew (from lived experience) that Yolŋu 

‘most often start by reorienting white Australian researchers into the theories of place, 

language and identity which lie at the heart of their research and education practice… 

(linking) a good quality education to place and to place consciousness’ (Christie, 2006, p. 

29). However, as of 2013, there was broader conjecture across the Northern Territory 

around bilingual education, its on-going sustainability and appropriate models of 

Figure 5: Gäwa Christian School logo and motto. 
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implementation. Specific research questions therefore focussed on whether (and how) 

Yolŋu language(s) and culture should be taught at school and/or in the community at large. 

As above, W had already outlined how the homeland calls for people to return, and the 

spirit of individuals respond, each in their own time. But in response to the initial ‘languges 

and culture’ question, he supplied  a genuinely profound statement that cut across half of 

the further questions, making them somewhat redundant: 

W: Yes, in the school and when they finish (the school day) then they learn the 

Yolŋu way. It must be there, on their own land. Yes, there, on their own land 

(Gäwa), not on somebody else’s land. The school is at home, it’s all home. They 

learn Yolŋu way, the culture at ‘home’. It is all the same, it is home. Home, 

home, home... 

The clear truth is, once the Warramiri children are at Gäwa, they are home. Thus, whatever 

they are doing, be it at ‘school’ with balanda, or at school with Yolŋu, or at a ‘house’ with 

balanda or at a house with Yolŋu, or at the beach, or on the reef, or in the bush or the 

creek... they are home and they are learning where they should be. School is home. Logically 

then, the actual formal school time must include Warramiri language and culture because 

the school is at Gäwa, it is already part of home. Such a place-based educational positioning 

stems from a deep philosophy, an ontological truth about the real nature of Gäwa as 

yirralka, as ‘home-land-centre’. 

Although expressed profoundly by W, such a notion was supported by other respondents, 

both Yolŋu and balanda: 

G: School has always been here. The ‘ceremony’ is like a school-they were being 

schooled there. Not a balanda school, a Yolŋu school; ceremony. And they were 

learning the law and the male elders were handing out teaching and handing 
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out land. School was already happening there, so we made a balanda school 

too. 

C: When we moved out we brought kids with us... a lot of kids, 46 to be exact, 

and set up school straight away. Of course, we weren’t allowed to call it school, 

it was called a ‘homeland learning centre’.... from the start the thought was 

that education was important. And our focus has been more on the kids than 

anything. 

C: I don’t think there should be a terribly big, ugly division between life at 

school and life at home. I think there should be a blending of things, and we’ve 

always seen that here and been glad of that. That the lines blur a little between 

things and I think it’s healthy that they should.  

Gä: Yes, that’s the place, you are living there, at home. Yes, they can learn, they 

have the old man (W) there. 

S: In my ‘ideal’ Gäwa world, there would be a lot more overlapping of adults, 

kids, creating spaces to do that. Just slowing things down maybe, slowing 

things down so people feel like they’ve got something to contribute. 

Overall, ‘education’ has always been the top priority for Gäwa. There had been a sacred 

ceremonial (ŋärra) ground functioning there, a key formal part of traditional Yolŋu 

education. And when G and C first came out to Gäwa, they came with kids and had school 

throughout the day (regardless of what the department called it), sleeping on the beach at 

nights before there was a single building, electricity or water supply. To desire a permanent 

balanda school was not to desire a change in the localised, educational philosophy, it was 

simply an extension of physical resources. There never was and so there should not now be 

any terribly, big, ugly division between ‘school’ and ‘home’, there should be a lot more 
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overlapping of adults, kids, creating spaces around learning and various people functioning 

as ‘teacher’. For it is all home for the children, Gäwa is truly, where they can learn. 

  

Home as school: ‘through country’ education 

Although not often expressed as an ontological foundation as above, various iterations of 

‘community-based’ education, often relying on the seminal work of Freire (1970) link 

notions of place with revolutionising education systems through Indigenous methodologies 

and authority systems. In fact, there are distinct links between Freirean pedagogies and the 

evolution of Batchelor College, significantly influencing the development of the Yolŋu 

‘bothways’ philosophy of education in the 1980s (White, 1998). More recently, Arenas 

(1999) coined the phrase ‘pedagogy of place’ to realign the globalisation movement; that 

‘children cannot comprehend, much less feel a commitment toward, issues and problems in 

distant places until they have a well-grounded knowledge of their own place’ (Arenas, 1999, 

p. 2). And Grunewald (2003, 2005, 2006, 2008) has championed a ‘place-conscious’ 

education, explicitly engaging with the tide of standardised curriculum and assessment 

regimes across western education systems over the last decade. He argues strongly for a 

socio-ecological place-based paradigm whereby ‘the character and quality of places, and our 

relationship to them, figure significantly in the purpose, process, and assessment of 

education’ (2003, p. 645). In the remote Northern Territory context, Fogarty (2010) has 

relied on this theoretical background and his experiences of teaching and research around 

Maningrida to argue for a ‘learning through country’ schema in remote, Indigenous 

contexts. He also outlines specific ‘country as classroom’ (2012), experiential learning 

activities, including elements of ‘on country’ education (‘in this way Indigenous knowledge is 

transferred intergenerationally and in an appropriate way-on country’, p. 89) as well as 
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providing connection to mainstream curriculum (‘catching a long-necked turtle can be the 

spring-board for a host of learning opportunities in a more traditional western schooling 

sense’ p. 89) of science, maths, literacy etc. He further argues that the strength of the 

approach lies in its localised, ‘bottom up’ approach where each program is different, but 

often leads to involvement with ranger groups and Indigenous Land and Sea Management 

(ILSM) programs and training/employment opportunities (Fogarty & Schwab, 2012).  

The ‘learning through country’ emphasis certainly resonates with presentations made by 

Gotha on homeland education at Gäwa, vis-à-vis community life at Galiwin’ku; that there is 

a serious issue of loss occuring in the towns whereby young Yolŋu no longer recognize the 

signs and signals for hunting:  

Another thing they have to learn, if they are in the creek, they have to listen to 

the sound of the bird that the tide is coming in. And go through the season. If 

you don’t know the season, you might fish on the west side. You can’t fish there 

if the season is wrong. If you don’t know your season, you might catch crab 

that is light, yaka (not) heavy. That is why they need to know, when to get right 

things, food, what season… (knowledge being lost) Yes, in Galiwin’ku, it’s like a 

theory they hear, but not practical (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019). 

Instead, Gotha advocates using the Warramiri language and seasonal knowledge as 

foundational to ‘two way’ education at Gäwa: 

The list of words that our children understand is getting smaller, word by word. 

Our words are being replaced with English words; colour by colour... At Gäwa, 

we found... a better way:  in-season, local background for good 

communication. The new teaching can often be communicated better with a 

familiar local illustration. This engages the students who take the position of 
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being the ‘experts’ on the subject…the students will often teach the teacher as 

the teacher is teaching them (Guthadjaka, 2013). 

There was unanimous support at Gäwa to embrace this pedagogy of ‘learning through 

country’ from all other Yolŋu Elders: 

Wu: Gäwa, Ṉaŋinyburra, Maṯa-maṯa are related, like the language they sing. 

They don’t have one, they have their own register...(sings)...the children should 

be taught whatever belongs to there...(W and ‘brothers’) should be giving 

information to the Gäwa/Maṯa-maṯa people, the proper names and the 

information from the land. These things (Warramiri) should be taught at the 

school. 

W: For me, the important thing is to learn. We have to go back (to Gäwa 

homeland) and do the work, for their future, for later on. So, for that reason we 

have the school...and when they finish the school day, they should continue to 

learn Yolŋu law and connections. Like they learn in school, it should be like 

that.  

G: They should learn the Yolŋu way, about caring for the land, looking after 

people, respecting the teachers and the other children and whatever other little 

law there is that they need to know.  

Gä: We need to teach our culture, boys hunting with spears, girls going for 

shellfish first and then into the bush for yams and other food there. The Elders 

out there (at Gäwa) they have the knowledge. 

Ga: When they’re little and when they grow big still....Yes, all (aspects of) 

‘culture’, everything in the school!  
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Bu: Yes, cultural aspects; dancing and painting and totems…where they come 

from. Learn all that in school. Later, when they grow up, the children know and 

they have to teach their own children the same way. And be taught at school as 

well…  

It is clear that Gäwa Elders expect the school to embrace the teaching of Warramiri 

‘language and culture’, and in fact, cover the full spectrum of an appropriate Yolŋu 

education. Thus, there is talk of boys hunting with spears, girls going for shellfish but it 

moves beyond these practical skills; the proper names and the information from the land is 

vital, as is learning the dancing and painting and totems; the ceremonial manifestations of 

identity of Yolŋu law and connections. Likewise the attitudinal emphases of caring for the 

land, looking after people, respecting the teachers and the other children should also be 

included. All of these concepts suffer in the translation process, as in the original Warramiri 

and Djambarrpuyŋu, interviewees explictly raised categories of Yolŋu cosmology which, 

translated into everyday English, do not always carry the appropriate gravitas. Nevertheless, 

even with such a constraint, it is most apparent that there is unanimous support for a 

holistic, ‘learning through country’ regime to be integrated into school life.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Guthadjaka and Dhalutj; ‘learning through country’, 2010. 
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Learning ‘from country’? 

Ultimately, through the website development, we attempted to progress this ‘through 

country’ philosophy to a further level, perhaps best expressed as a ‘from country’ dynamic. 

‘From country’ teaching and learning highlights the agency of the land itself, although the 

phrase has been utilised in a different context to indicate distance learning from Yolŋu 

Elders based on their homelands (see http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/). But at Gäwa, the 

intention is for Warramiri country to not only connect with mainstream curriculum, but to 

structure and guide the curriculum itself in a fashion reminiscent of the classic ‘bothways’ 

iterations at Yirrkala and surrounding homelands of the 1980s (Christie, 2007). For Yolŋu, 

land is not only alive, it is both sentient and individualised: 'it is in this sense that the 

ontological dimension of place is deeper than subjectivity. Place is not simply constructed as 

a centre of agency and will but has its own individuality’ (Tamisari, 1998, p. 220). Thus, 

country plays a specific, direct role in education and many famous Yolŋu, when reflecting on 

their childhood, share of an epistemology of land as their teacher; ‘my father told me the 

historical genesis of the Warramirri clan. I am as grateful to him as I am to the Warramirri 

country of Dhuldji’ (Burrumarra, 1977, p. 52), ‘the land contains our information about our 

traditional way of life. It’s written there. It’s like a library for our people and children’ 

(Rrurrambu, 1980, p. 33), ‘we went from place to place, and every place had its stories. 

Some of these were sacred stories that we heard sung in ceremonies…each move was a 

change in context as far as my education was concerned’ (Yunupiŋu, 1994, p. 2-3), ‘my first 

real learning that I received was about the wäŋa, the environment, and my relationship to 

my community’ (Marika, 1999, p. 108). Indeed, there is a movement to include specific 

Yolŋu land as ‘author’ in recent historical and geographical research (Bilous, 2015), 

acknowledging the agency involved: ‘this is knowledge generated with humans and 
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nonhumans at, through and with Bawaka. Bawaka is in our stories, and our stories are in 

Bawaka’ (Wright, Lloyd, Suchet-Pearson, Burarrwanga, Tofa & Bawaka Country, 2012, p. 53). 

Gäwa, therefore, needs to be considered an active participant in the education process; 

Gäwa as teacher: learning ‘from country’. Thus, we canvassed the potential for a 

gurruwilyun (turning), seasonal-cycle resource, which could be developed (in conjunction 

with the website) to function as the curriculum. Gotha herself had reflected of the students 

at Gäwa:  

They know the land, they know the land and the breezes, and the water, what 

time the tide will be in, when it will be out, because they are learning on 

country, and he grows with them, by means of that learning (Guthadjaka, 

2010, p. 27). 

Furthermore, such education ‘from country’ is only the first layer in the Yolŋu epistemology, 

the land continues to reveal the ‘inside’ secret/sacred truth in conjunction with the Elders 

guidance: 

You see there are two layers, one inside, and one outside. They will learn the 

outside story, and they will learn the inside one too, through the metaphor, its 

kinship and stories. Not just for the head, but for the inner being, the spirit and 

for good faith, if he gets it, the inside and outside will truly come together and 

help each other through the perspective of kinship (Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 27). 
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 Of course, there is a clear connection between the 

‘on country’ and ‘from country’ concepts; as 

children live on the appropriate ancestral estates, 

they are in the right place, with the right people 

(perspective of kinship) to continue through the 

layers of traditional knowledge. Vitally, it is more 

than an expanding of practical knowledge of 

hunting, traditional bush foods, seasonal markers 

etc. (important as they are), but living on Gäwa 

homeland facilitates the traditional Yolŋu maturation process whereby ‘the ancestral 

world extends into the everyday world, the inside flows into the outside. Outside 

forms are in a sense generated by inside forms and are not separate from them’ 

(Morphy 1991:80). To capture something of this dynamic, the seasonal-cycle website 

and curriculum was propounded to ensure that the land at Gäwa retained its active 

role. Just as the homeland had called Yolŋu to return to country, it now could have a 

distinct voice in the on-going education at Gäwa. Home as school. It was in its early 

design phase as of 2013, went through some major alterations in 2015-2016 

(Guthadjaka & van Gelderen, 2019), and is not entirely realised even now (van 

Gelderen & van Gelderen, 2017). However, we briefly raise it here as there was clear 

support for the website as the proposed pedagogical foundation from the Gäwa 

community in the research interviews. As the content of the site is almost exclusively 

due to the foresight and persistence of Gotha, in researching and collecting digital 

resources for many decades, we conclude with her thoughts:  

Figure 7: Gäwa seasonal-cycle chart, 2013. 
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G: My thinking about this website is that it will come to be something very 

useful in the future. Those people who are working to help us will be able to see 

what it is we want for this place here at Gäwa... Everything is there in the 

seasons, the songs are there, the women’s crying, the sacred art, the clan 

groups, they are all there in the seasons.  

Conclusion 

The Gäwa homeland is an inspiring narrative, a genuine story of self-determination; of a 

visionary and resilient network of families intent on providing the best holistic, Warramiri 

education for their younger generation. In pursuing an ‘on country’ and ‘through country’ 

place-based pedagogy, Elders at Gäwa have interacted with the priorities of the broader 

homeland movement and expanded them to include a local, contextualised Christian 

perspective and a seasonal-cycle digital curriculum. Indeed, in returning to Halsey’s report, 

it would appear that in significant ways Gäwa has now forged ahead of many homelands 

established in earlier times. Government policy no longer supports homeland education in 

any meaningful way, such that it is only appropriate to conclude with the sombre rebuke 

from Mr Mark Yiŋiya Guyula’s (MP) maiden speech to the Northern Territory parliament in 

Figure 8: Gäwa, 2018. 
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2016. He clearly reiterates the vitality and need for the renewal of ‘on’ and ‘through’ 

country, place-based education: 

Yolŋu children on homelands do not have equal access to education, qualified 

teachers attending every day and working with Yolŋu teachers and community 

to develop bilingual, bicultural curriculum, and for the children that is created 

on country and taught through Yolŋu language and culture, discipline, 

rehabilitation; educating young men and women towards being responsible, 

respectful parents and future leaders (Guyula, October 18, 2016). 
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#2 Warramiri Yolŋu cosmology: an introduction. 

Keywords: Indigenous cosmology; Warramiri Yolŋu; ‘Bothways’ philosophy; Gäwa 

Introduction 

Even within the western academic tradition, cosmology is a complex and contested domain; 

fields of science, philosophy and anthropology all utilise the term in particular ways, to 

highlight specific concerns. Interactions with Indigenous cosmological theories and practices 

further stretch and challenge any attempt at an inclusive definition. For present purposes, 

we have positioned this introduction to Warramiri Yolŋu cosmology in the metaphysical 

realm of definitions, interacting with systems of ontology (reality, what/how of existence), 

epistemology (truth, what/how of knowing) and axiology (ethics, what/how of value). 

Regarding Indigenous cosmologies, Keen offers a helpful distinction: ‘‘Cosmology’ means 

the body of concepts and doctrines about the origins and properties of the world and its 

inhabitants. ‘Cosmogony’ refers specifically to doctrines about the origins of things’ (Keen, 

2004, p. 210). Whilst clarifying the definitional sphere of the term for this paper, it becomes 

readily apparent that cosmology is still a very broad concept, covering the origin of all 

matter and its inherent properties and relationships. By this understanding, almost all 

ethnographic terms utilised by twentieth century Balanda (white) researchers such as 

kinship, creation ‘mythology’, totemism etc. can potentially be incorporated into a 

discussion of Aboriginal cosmology. However, this paper is located within a specific research 

project, namely ‘Aboriginal Cosmology: what this means for women and gender public 

policy’6 and functions as both an initial literature review for the project and a forerunner for 

                                                             
6 Australian Research Council Discovery Indigenous Programme funding code (IN170100020). 
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the methodological principles pursued throughout. Furthermore, to ensure meaningful, 

generative outcomes, the small Warramiri community at Gäwa was chosen to situate the 

research project, thus very broad issues of cosmology have been given a specific locale as a 

focus. Overall, in honouring the commitment to transdisciplinary and ‘bothways’ research 

methodologies in Yolŋu communities, we focus on local perspectives and narratives from 

the homeland community at Gäwa to outline an introduction to Warramiri cosmology. 

Methodology 

For a Balanda who can only learn from books, this is not enough. They can't get 

the real meaning of Yolngu life from books because the social and religious 

aspect of life is so diverse, that sometimes, we can only learn about one side of 

the story, or one aspect of the Yolngu ontology, but there are other areas, so 

diverse, that all fit in one whole universe… (Anthropologists) had the privilege 

of learning about our life. But they wrote it down and recorded it as if it were 

from a fairytale, as if it were dead… (and) presented the knowledge in a box, 

like a coffin with the name "dreaming" on it. It was like a dead corpse in a box 

delivered to the wider society’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991, p. 22, 24). 

This significant quote from renowned Yolŋu educator and philosopher, Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 

raises immediate methodological challenges for our introduction to Warramiri cosmology. 

Firstly, many of the ‘classic’ texts which have engaged with Yolŋu cosmology and could 

inform this paper, are the specific anthropological works she critiques. Secondly, she 

squarely raises the question of whether there is any value for Balanda in such literature 

informed introductions; ‘they can’t get the real meaning of Yolngu life from books’. Lastly, 

she alludes to the difficulty of comprehending the Yolŋu cosmos overall, the 
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interconnectedness of the various elements necessitating a holistic (and therefore detailed 

and lengthy) approach. Indeed, Rudder, who spent years living and learning at Galiwin’ku, 

reflected that ‘it is extremely difficult if not impossible to take any single element of the 

Yolŋu cosmos and examine it in isolation. No part of the cosmos exists in isolation but all are 

related in many directions to other parts. Each specific identified element becomes the 

focus of a set of relationships which links other elements as part of the overall network; 

each of these in turn links to other elements and this pattern of interrelated elements 

continues without boundaries or limits’ (Rudder, 1993, p. 26). Nevertheless, we believe that 

some form of basic introduction to the history and cosmology of the Warramiri will enable 

the Balanda members of the research team to best analyse and apply their understanding 

for positive outcomes in relation to gender, women and public policy, which is the ultimate 

focus of the project. Indeed, as Marika-Munuŋgiritj advises in the same work, Balanda 

researchers should use ‘their learning to help Yolngu in their battle for cultural survival… (to) 

provide help for the future development of Yolngu’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991, p. 25), and 

we believe that an appropriate literature review should facilitate this priority. However, the 

question remains; how to conduct a literature review that engages with the inherent 

challenges outlined above? In this regard we argue that an appropriation of some elements 

of the ‘bothways’ educational philosophy and the transdisciplinary and generative research 

methodologies as developed by Christie and associates at Charles Darwin University with 

Yolŋu collaborators over many years is highly appropriate.7 Indeed, as it has been noted in 

relation to Yolŋu research methodology from a community development project at 

                                                             
7 Significant multi-year research projects such as ‘Indigenous Knowledge Traditions, and Digital technology’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/ik/ikhome.html), ‘Teaching from Country’ 
(http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/index.html) and ‘ICT and Capacity Building in Remote Communities’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/inc/) all directly involved Yolŋu co-researchers and Guthadjaka specifically. 
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Galiwin’ku, that ‘the act is primary, whether it be gardening, or talking about a garden… 

there is no difference between the correct ways to do negotiation, and the correct ways to 

do gardens’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 52), then, we argue, ‘doing a literature review’ should 

attempt to also follow these ‘correct ways’, as possible. Thus, some of the guiding principles 

for our ‘bothways’ literature review have been modelled on key themes from long-standing 

collaborations with Yolŋu researchers and are summarized in brief: 

- Foreground the local, Warramiri perspective. In particular, we utilise extensive quotes to 

retain the specific language and imagery utilised by Warramiri Elders, if possible in 

Warramiri language itself; ‘sticking to your own language is a sign that you are taking your 

ancestral responsibilities seriously and can speak on behalf of land’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 47).   

- Avoid generalising, even with regard to an overall Yolŋu cosmology, as ‘every Yolngu claims 

and celebrates their identity through (their) land-based language and culture complexes... 

you can only tell your own story... (with a) focus on particular themes, concepts, viewpoints 

etc., at the expense of others’ (Christie, 2004, p. 5). In fact, the aim is to build ‘shared 

understandings around particular cases, rather than a general theory of what’s going on… 

the ambiguity of the situation may help everyone to rethink or renew’ (Christie, 2013, p. 

10). 

- As alluded to above, the review should be part of a ground-up, generative process, ‘we are 

activists, and as such our work is useless if it does not address the public problems of 

people’s life ways’ (Christie, 2013, p. 11). In this case, the substantive project analysing and 

advocating for quality public policy in regards to women and gender issues is the rationale 

for the review. 

- Reject notions of ‘epistemic equality’ as Yolŋu dismiss ‘the idea that anyone can potentially 

know anything, and everyone knows in the same way…they also rejected the assumption 
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that everyone does or can know the same things in the same way’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). In 

this instance, although Warramiri Elders at Gäwa routinely involve all community members 

in decisions (e.g., Guthadjaka, 2012), as ‘each participant occupies an expert opinion… and 

communication entails building shared understandings among positions’ (Christie, 2008, p. 

41), the Elders themselves assume the role of speaking on behalf of the community and are 

the ones quoted. 

- Maintain, where possible, a narrative focus because ‘beginning with a story plunges us to 

the core of the work involved in philosophy and dialogue, already enmeshed in detail’ 

(Verran & Christie, 2011, p. 24). 

- Overall, explicitly acknowledge that the ‘transdisciplinary’ nature of Indigenous research will 

provide only partial satisfaction to either party’s knowledge traditions. Particularly, ‘non-

Indigenous academics must guard against any attempt to exhaustively define Indigenous 

research (for to do so would in itself be an act of colonisation or appropriation) or to claim 

all its results. We can never know fully’ (Christie, 2006b, p. 80).  

Thus, we will not attempt to categorize Warramiri Yolŋu cosmology by topics (time, space, 

birth, relationships, death etc.) nor will we focus on cosmogony narratives per se, but will 

foreground (largely unpublished) conference presentations and formal speeches by Elder 

Guthadjaka and/or local Gäwa and Galiwin’ku narratives which shed light on Warramiri 

metaphysical foundations. Below are assembled a number of stories and texts which form 

the basis of the paper. Support from reflections from past Warramiri Elders, such as 

Burrumarra (already in the public domain), will also be considered, and previous studies (by 

Yolŋu and Balanda) which have engaged with Yolŋu metaphysical categories will be referred 

to in a ‘bothways’ fashion. Our ultimate hope is that out of the interplay of these sources, 

new understanding may emerge: ‘our experiences may not provide many take-home 
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messages for others in similar contexts beyond those they know themselves. They may 

however strengthen the resolve to work on research truth and method as both 

fundamentally local’ (Christie, 2009, p. 33). 

Context and Positionality 

Compared to many Yolŋu clans, there is a 

significant body of work on the specific 

cosmology of the Warramiri; the yirritja 

clan of the coral reef and the deep sea 

(Burrumarra, 1977). This is almost 

exclusively due to the charismatic figure 

of David Burrumarra. In a lifetime 

spanning pre-Mission contact, all the way 

through to the 1990s debates on reconciliation and republicanism (McIntosh, 1994), 

Burrumarra contributed heavily to the incredible transformation of Yolŋu society in this 

period. It is well acknowledged that his life and work ‘had a marked impact on the history of 

Arnhem Land’ (Williams, 1994, p. 121). Furthermore, he actively courted anthropologists, 

linguists, missionaries, teachers and psychologists in a concerted attempt to both 

understand the new Balanda culture and, crucially, to help Balanda understand and 

appreciate Yolŋu. Throughout this process he organised for much sacred/secret ‘inside’ 

knowledge of Warramiri to be made available to the general public. These were often highly 

controversial moments, and Burrumarra’s initiatives (reflections on identity) serve as 

integrated exemplars of a Warramiri cosmology, outlining the Warramiri belief that they, 

amongst the existing yirritja clans ‘have a mandate for mediating relations with outsiders’ 

Figure 9: The many faces of David Burrumarra 
Drawing by Julia Blackburn 
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(McIntosh, 1996b, p. 43); of negotiating the interplay between traditional cosmology and 

public policy directives. 

Burrumarra’s ‘vision of the future in which the world will be as it was, but with Aborigines 

having all the conveniences of the twentieth century’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 27) including 

access to and learning of traditional Warramiri land and culture, bilingual education and 

Christianity simultaneously, was just becoming realised at the time of his passing. For, 

around the same time, Guthadjaka, following the instructions of her clan-father, and 

supported by various kinship relations began the process of establishing Gäwa homeland, a 

significant Warramiri ancestral estate on the tip of Elcho Island, as a settled community. It is 

an inspiring narrative of practical perseverance, resilience and partnership (Baker, 

Garŋgulkpuy & Guthadjaka, 2014; Nungalinya, 2017). As of 2018, Gäwa community is 

wellestablished, with its own permanantly-staffed school (Gäwa Christian School), (mostly) 

all-weather road, airstrip, barge landing and registered Aboriginal Corporation to support 

micro-enterprise development. In the educational sphere in particular, Guthadjaka readily 

acknowledges that she has continued the work of Burrumarra- ‘we all have leaders and my 

leader was David Burrumarra’ (Guthadjaka, 2018c)- through both sharing Warramiri 

cosmological foundations and leveraging support from educational instuitions and 

organisations who share like-minded goals to enhance the Gäwa community. She has 

recently been recognized8 for decades of contribution to community development at 

Galiwin’ku and Gäwa, and in education explicitly, for elucidating bilingual and intercultural, 

Warramiri cosmological implications for policy and practices. It is a number of her formal 

presentations and speeches in receiving these accolades that we draw upon. Building on 

                                                             
8 Guthadjaka (Gotha) is the Senior Australian of the Year, for the Northern Territory, was awarded an MBE for 
services to education and community development and an honorary doctorate from Charles Darwin University, all 
in 2018. 
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Burrumarra’s theorizing, she has also shared various ‘metaphors’ to outline the foundation 

of negotiated balance and mutual progress between pairings such as community-school, 

teacher-student, English-Warramiri. These include key concepts such as lonydju’yirr (being 

side-by-side), rrambaŋi marŋgithirr (together learning) and gumurrkunhamirr (establishing 

relationship) which have been analysed elsewhere (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019a). 

Ben van Gelderen lived and worked at Gäwa and was inculcated into the Warramiri 

‘bothways’ educational philosophy through team-teaching with Guthadjaka. Throughout the 

last decade they have collaborated in designing the Warramiri website to house digital 

resources for the transmission of traditional Warramiri language and culture, and have co-

authored a number of presentations/papers based on community research at Gäwa on 

homeland ‘on country’ education and ‘bothways’ approaches (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 

2019b). Ben was adopted into the gurruṯu kinship system as Guthadjaka’s son, and believes 

this was highly strategic. It established him as a ‘caretaker’ for Warramiri interests at Gäwa, 

but without any direct land affirming rights, positioned him to listen, learn and respect 

Guthadjaka’s perspective, and most importantly, allowed him the freedom of a ‘child’ to ask 

simple questions when he should know better by now! In short, although Ben still feels 

inadequate to understand and convey Warramiri cosmology, he is confident, after a number 

of years of iterative conversations and interactions, that he (in conjunction with the co-

authors) can assist in structuring Warramiri sharings for other interested Balanda to be 

introduced and better appreciate the Warramiri cosmology. 

Land axiology 

Guthadjaka’s first published academic text emanated from her work with the ‘Teaching 

from Country’ program. In a summary session for the initiative, she shared her 
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understanding of the vital connection to country in a child’s growth into identity. Some 

excerpts: 

Ga manymak. Ŋayi ŋuli djamarrkuli 

Yolŋunydja ŋunhaldja wäŋaŋur ga 

marŋgithirr, ŋayi dhu djinawan’ ŋunhal 

nhanŋu mulka’yirr ga marrparaŋdhirr ŋayi 

dhu marrtji.  

Okay. So, when the Yolŋu children learn on 

country, they are safe inside themselves, 

and confident to go forward.  

 

Ŋunhi nhakun walal marŋgi, wäŋaw, wäŋaw 

walal marŋgi, ga wataw, ga gapuw, nhätha 

dhu ŋurruthirri, ga nhätha dhu raŋithirr, bili 

wäŋaŋur walal ga marŋgithirr ŋunhili 

banydji, ga ŋayiny marrtji walalaŋ ŋuthan 

ŋuruŋiyi marŋgithinyaray. 

So you see, they know the land, they know 

the land and the breezes, and the water, 

what time the tide will be in, when it will be 

out, because they are learning on country, 

and he grows with them, by means of that 

learning. 

Ga dhuwandja nhakun Balanda teaching, ga 

dhiyala yaŋara’ŋur gapuŋur walal ga nhina, 

ga dhipuŋur walal ga educationdja märram, 

waŋgany yän, dhipuŋur bili, dhuwal gapu, 

nhakun dhuwandja Balandaw gapu maŋutji, 

dhuwal ga marrtjiny ga walalndyja ga 

dhiyala djurryurr gapu yaka full gapu, 

nyumukuniny walal ga märram, 

marŋgikunhawuy.  

But in Balanda teaching, they are sitting in 

the water tributary, and getting education 

from there, just from the one source, like 

it’s the Balanda spring flowing here, so they 

just get a little trickle, not a full stream, 

they get a little knowledge.  
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Ŋunhi one nhawi picture, ga dhuwal rrakal 

dhäwu gurrupan waŋganydhu old man 

Mäpuru’ŋur ŋayi ga dhäwu lakaram, 

dhuwandja nhakun buku’u wäŋa, ga 

wakuluŋgul ŋayi dhiyal nhina malany, 

gädany, ga gapu ŋayi marrtji dhipal, bala 

dhawatthurr ŋayi ga gapu dhipuŋurdja. 

That’s one picture, and here is a story given 

to me by one old man from Mäpuru, from 

around there are hills there, with the mists 

and spider’s webs, and the water goes to 

there, and then the water comes out from 

here. 

 

Raypiny gapu bala wanawanany ŋayi li 

djäma dhuwal ŋunhi dhipal bäpurruw 

marrtji gapu, ga dhuwal dhipal, dhuwal 

dhipal, bala ŋayi ga continue marrtjin 

badaknha yän, ga dhiyaldja, bala manda ga 

gumurr-bunanhamirr raypiny gapu, ga 

damurruŋ’ gapu. Dhuwandja.  

Bala gumurr-bunanhamirr, ga 

marŋgikunhawuydja ga dhiyaŋ bäpurruy 

märram, ga dhiyaŋ, ga dhiyaŋ, dhiyaŋ 

gäna’kana, warrpam’ muka gapu dhuwal 

Yirritja walalaŋ wäŋa, balanya nhakun 

Madarrpa, Warramiri, nhawi Gandaŋu 

malany, Meliway, dharrwa dharrwa 

bäpurru’ malany, walal ga gapu dhipuŋur 

märram, yaka yän waŋgany gapu. 

Making fresh water in all the little branches 

belonging to the various clan groups, to 

there, and continuing on, to there, and 

they meet, the fresh and the salt water. 

That’s it.  

They meet, and those different tribes 

receive learning, this one and this one and 

this one, Yes, all the different Yirritja 

waters, like for the Madarrpa people, the 

Warramiri, the Gandaŋu, Meliway, many 

many clan groups, they get water from 

here, not just one water.  

So, the water runs, and at the sea, it places 

its feet down. Standing with its foundation. 
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Ga wandirri ŋayi li ŋunhi gapuny, 

damurruŋ’ŋurdja bala ŋayi li ŋunhi luku-

nhirrpana ŋunhiliyi. Djalkirimirra dhärran ga 

nhakun. 

 

Ŋunhi ŋurruŋun bittja ŋarra milkuŋal, ŋunhi 

djalkirimiriw. Dhiyal gan ŋäthinyamirr 

yolŋu’yulŋu. Balanya nhakun ŋunhi 

scriptureŋur ga lakaram, ‘By the rivers of 

Babylon’, ŋunhiyi ga teaching märram, 

ŋunhi walal ga ŋäthinyamirri walal ŋayi dhu 

gapman’thu bitjan waŋa- 

 ‘Ma’ dhäwu napurruŋ gurrupul!’  

Ga walaldja ŋuli waŋan djamarrkuliny, 

‘Nhaltjan napurr dhu dar’taryun 

wäŋaŋurnydja, nhawi manikaynydja, 

dhuwandja napurr ga mulkuruŋur wäŋaŋur 

dar’taryundja, nhawi nhinan, bäyŋu napurr 

dhu dar’taryun wo dhäwu lakaram, wo 

marŋgikum, bili ŋuruŋiyi ŋayi romdhu 

djaw’yurr gapuy.’ 

But that picture I showed you before, the 

students are without foundations. Crying 

there to each other, just like the scriptures 

say; ‘By the rivers of Babylon’, getting the 

teaching, when they were crying together, 

and the government says:  

‘Okay, give us a story’.  

 

And the children say: ‘How can we sing a 

song in this place, here singing in a strange 

land, we can’t sing or tell a story or teach, 

because that law of the (Balanda) water 

has taken it.’  

 

(Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 26-29). 
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In 2013, as part of community research into the ‘bothways’ philosophy of education at 

Gäwa, Guthadjaka also shared a re-working of the classic ‘Djuranydjura’ tale concerning 

‘Macassans’ visiting Yolŋu lands for trade. 

This is the Djuranydjura story; the Macassans came here and built their houses 

and they said: ‘Do you want blankets?  

‘No, I have paperbark’ 

‘Do you want some shoes?’                                                                   

‘No, I have my feet.’                                                                                             

‘Do you want rice?’                                                                                           

‘There is food for me in the bush. I am looking after the land, so the land will 

take care of me’.  

There are many Djuranydjura stories, Macassan stories. Like the Balanda, as 

they come in, their thinking is to build something here, in the Yolŋu 

community. But they don’t ask first “What do you need?” It’s just like they are 

bringing new ideas, from the ‘mainstream’. And they end up failing, feeling 

bad, packing up their things and leaving. And they leave because they had 

come with their own thinking. And here, when Balanda come into the school 

with a new law, they need to talk backwards and forwards, bring ‘both ways’ 

communication first. And then we can move together.  

And s/he changed language there (at Ṉaŋinyburra homeland, next to Gäwa) 

from Gupapuyŋu to Warramiri because of the breeze. S/he said: ‘I’m going to 

stay here at Ṉaŋinyburra becasue it was the wind that brought me this way’... 

Yes, we need the wind of the Spirit as a cleansing for us (van Gelderen & 

Guthadjaka, 2019, p. 252). 
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Space does not permit a detailed analysis of Guthadjaka’s sharings, and we wish for them to 

speak for themselves. However, at the broad level, it is clear that a profound educational 

philosophy is espoused, that a foundation for all learning is being situated upon one’s 

ancestral estates; an ‘on country’ and ‘through country’ homeland fundamental. It is 

interesting to note that this focus is contrasted to Balanda practices of only receiving a 

‘trickle’ of knowledge, inside the classroom walls, compared to exposure to the full streams 

which stem from traditional interactions of the various Yolŋu clans. This theme of the deep 

sea Warramiri water and the complex interactions with the fresh water’s journey has also 

been outlined further in terms of cosmological lessons for conflict resolution and 

governance among Yolŋu clans (Guthadjaka, 2015). Furthermore, from the Djuranydjura 

narrative we learn of the reciprocal relationship with such ancestral estates (I am looking 

after the land, so the land will take care of me), and that there is an expectation that 

Balanda will enter into some of the same kind of negotiation and balancing of priorities 

(need to talk backwards and forwards, bring ‘both ways’ communication first) that is 

characteristic of Warramiri agreement making. Suffice it to say, the story of Gäwa and the 

local school situated there is a living embodiment of the pre-eminence of land (and sea) in 

the Warramiri axiology; the value and ‘rightness’ of caring for it, of learning on and through 

it and of learning from it for other interpersonal and interclan relationships. In this regard, 

there are strong parallels with the work of Marika-Munuŋgiritj who centres her ‘Yolngu 

Djalkiri Cosmology’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991, p. 20) on the image of djalkiri, which ‘literally 

means foot or footprint, but it symbolises the foundation, where the human being actually 

comes into contact with the land, his or her environment. The hidden meaning is our core, 
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or foundation’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991, p. 18). Indeed, her words resonate with 

Guthadjaka’s: 

From the Yolngu perspective of the land we learn from the start of its 

fundamental importance and how we learn to value the land for the abstract, 

deep and common knowledge that is derived from the land, giving us meaning 

and identity. The spiritual, religious and social order of connectedness to the 

land gives us meaning and identity through the knowledge of understanding 

everything that is linked to one another (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991, p. 22). 

 

In line with the methodological framework pursued, we now broaden out the lens to 

incorporate other Yolŋu and Balanda theorists. Many of Burrumarra’s initiatives had as their 

foundation a desire to further Balanda appreciation of land (and sea) rights of Warramiri 

and other Yolŋu. He was nicknamed the ‘father of Aboriginal sea rights’ (McIntosh, 2015, p. 

224) and in his famous ‘Flag Proposal’, Burrumarra constructed a new ‘national’ flag design, 

with sacred Warramiri images (of riŋgitj ancestors) but also including the Union Jack, as the 

sacred symbol of the Balanda (Figure 2). Burrumarra spoke of the flag initiative as a ‘Treaty’ 

proposal; a path of reconciliation: 

Birrinydji in the past dictated that we must honour him and follow his 

law...Today, people live as one group...We live by a new law. Our histories 

have merged (McIntosh, 1999, p. 75).9 

                                                             
9 Burrumarra’s collaboration with McIntosh forms the most significant academic literature concerning 
Warramiri cosmology. Biographical essays of Burrumarra (McIntosh, 1994), evolved into a detailed doctoral 
thesis (McIntosh, 1996b), and a monograph concerning Warramiri cosmology in the context of the Australian 
reconciliation movement (McIntosh, 1999). Lastly, a string of articles directly inspired by his work with 
Burrumarra, but enhanced by recent archaeological and historical discoveries has been published; Between 
Two Worlds: Essays in Honour of the Visionary Aboriginal Elder, David Burrumarra (McIntosh, 2015). 
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A further, pertinent symbolic example 

occurred at a press conference held during 

Burrumarra’s own funeral in 1994. The 

Manbuyŋa ga Rulyapa proposal was 

released (to alter the Land Rights Act (NT) 

whereby Indigenous ownership only extended 

as far as the shoreline10), outlining a plan for 

joint management of the Arafura Sea (where significant Warramiri ancestral stories lie 

through the whale and other beings); ‘to see both Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal knowledge 

combined in the management of the sea and for the Warramiri and other Aborigines to 

progressively reassume responsibility for various levels of its care, based on customary law’ 

(McIntosh, 1996b, p. 34). In the same era, Goṉḏarra also summarizes the profound ethical, 

reciprocal responsibilities by explaining ‘the land is my mother. Like a human mother, the 

land gives us protection, enjoyment and provides for our needs-economic, social and 

religious’ (Yule, 1980, p. 8). However, the remainder of the ‘My Mother, the Land’ booklet 

demonstrates how this is a generic metaphor largely for the benefit of Balanda; various 

mala (clan) leaders outline the complex, overlapping, interconnected responsibilities 

towards land emanating from the gurruṯu kinship system (with associated historical/political 

caretaker roles) determining ethical responsibilities to speak (or not to speak) on behalf of, 

and care for, numerous, very specific portions of land. Of course, all Yolŋu ceremonial 

performances comprise of both land and sea song series (Magowan, 2001b), and the 

                                                             
10 The issue of sea knowledges and rights will undoubtedly be of increasing importance to Warramiri 
interaction with public policy as the the people of the coral reef and the deep sea (Burrumarra, 1977). 
However, presently the famous ‘Blue Mud Bay’ High Court decision confirms Yolŋu sea rights applies only to 
the intertidal zone. 

 Figure 10: Warramiri ‘Flag Treaty’ Proposal, 
McIntosh, 1996b 
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interaction of salt and fresh water, sea currents and wind, moon etc. are particularly 

powerful exemplars of the overall Yolŋu cosmological empahsis of diversity within unity; 

‘co-substantive essences allow groups and individuals to identify themselves as distinct yet 

united’ (Magowan, 2001, p. 32). Or as Tamisari notes: ‘Yolngu repeatedly remarked to me: 

‘We are the same’, or ‘we are on the same line, share the same songs and dances and the 

same sacred objects, yet we are different’. As the Yolngu refrain goes ‘one and many, 

together and alone, close and far apart’ (wanggany ga dharrwa; rrambangi ga gaana, galki 

ga barrkuwatj respectively)’ (Tamisari, 1998, p. 260). 

Thus, there is clearly a nuanced and continually re-negotiated, lived-out ‘tension’ between 

the clan and the whole Yolŋu cosmos (as alluded to in Guthadjaka’s water story) in relation 

to land. Indeed, as with many Aboriginal cosmologies (from a strict cosmogonic point of 

view), the land pre-exists the great, shared creation narratives such as the Djaŋka’wu 

(dhuwa) and Wawilak (yirritja) sisters. Creation is never ex nihilo, or as Williams quips: ‘And 

then there was the word’ (Williams, 1986, p. 27), signifying both the land’s eternal, pre-

existence, but also the vital ‘role that Yolngu give words, especially names, in the cosmology 

that validates people’s rights in land’ (Williams, 1986, p. 27). The ultimate impact of these 

unifying, holistic creation narratives (with associated song, dance and artistic symbols) are 

land-affirming rights, coupled with a kinship system whereby everyone is connected to 

everything in the cosmos through the moiety affiliations. It is a ‘logic of meaning that 

specifies transformations of time and agency, so that cosmogony, cosmology, and ontology 

are embedded in a single matrix’ (Williams 1986, p. 22). However, the Yolŋu cosmology is 

not a static, uncontested domain. For example, early anthropolgists focussed signifcantly 

upon the Djaŋka’wu ceremonial song-cycle, (as allegedly the ‘most important of all rituals 

relate to Djanggawul’ (Berndt & Berndt, 1954, p. 10) and when noticing differences in 
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observations, considered them regional variations (Yirrkala versus Miliŋimbi) or ommissions, 

‘apparently most of the beginning of the Djanggawul myth was unknown to Warner’s 

informants’ (Berndt, 1953, p. 49). However, later anthropologists convincingly 

demonstrated that substantial differences in the basic Djaŋka’wu narrative were known and 

common place between clans: ‘the central and apparently unique event occurred at the 

country of the person relating the story, but people were of course aware that details told 

by others were incompatible… Yolngu did not appear to seek a unitary vision of the world’ 

(Keen, 1994, p. 61). Such clear and sustained examples of difference do not necessarily 

create disharmony, but, rather, elucidate a Yolŋu epistemological/cosmological principle of 

multiple realities: ‘two or more groups possessed a form in common such as the programme 

of a complex ceremony... but each could include specific elements of its own, and each 

attached different significance to its sequences of dance and song. They could thus co-

operate in a performance while each retained its particular identity, ancestry and 

connections with country’ (Keen, 1994, p. 38). In a similar fashion, although clan country is 

vital to the Yolŋu cosmology, it is not as stable and unilaterally defined as early 

anthropologists suggested: ‘Yolŋu contested the definition of country, as well as rights over 

it… people sometimes competed for control of country, each trying to make his or her 

accounts of its significance prevail’ (Keen, 1994, p. 102). Thus, although many narratives are 

shared between Yolŋu clans; unique, relative perspectives are tolerated and, in fact, 

celebrated11 and negotiation concerning differing claims to rights of land is significant.  

Such a conclusion brings us back to the importance of local, Warramiri perspectives and so 

we briefly outline two local stories which interact with the pre-eminent land axiology: 

                                                             
11 ‘Identities must be preserved and fore grounded in the production of knowledge which depends crucially on 
identifying, acknowledging, and actively maintaining the differences of language, dance, art, etc., among 
various contributing totemic groups’ (Christie, 2004, p. 5). 
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Stories 

In her address upon receiving her honorary doctorate in October 2018, Guthadjaka shared 

the following story: 

Long, long ago, when the spring tides surged on stormy seas, an octopus and a 

stingray found themselves in the small fresh-water hole at my homeland Gäwa. 

The stingray and the octopus thrashed about, arguing over the waterhole. They 

eventually tired of this, settled down and reached agreement. Now, the 

stingray is very smart at finding his way, even when the waters are muddy. We 

call him Guṉdjurru and he is very knowledgeable. The octopus is also very 

smart and can reach in or out to handle many things at the same time. They 

decided together that the octopus would sit in the hole as guardian and the 

stingray would swim in and out on the big spring tides and so they went their 

separate ways in peace. 

Now, to understand this story, you will need to know that my people identify 

themselves with these animals. The octopus and stingray represent the two 

Warramiri clans. Long, long ago, two brothers, one at the head of each clan, 

made big trouble for each other. When they came to the water hole at Gäwa, 

they remembered that their totems had made peace in that place. Today, their 

descendants live together at peace in the homeland they share. Sometimes we 

visit the waterhole just to remember to accept one another with all our 

differences… We feel most comfortable in our own fields of work, yet we do 

not thrive in isolation. We thrive when we live and work together across many 

fields, in agreement and cooperation. Our connections, agreements and 

friendships are vital to our prosperity as a nation that highly values education. 
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I would like to quote from Isaiah 11:6 from the Bible: 

Djupalim ŋarru wakinŋum, maḏakarritjma wuŋgan ga boḏinyma wäyin lämma 

barkthu yaki rrambaŋin nyinay, wakalŋin barkthu nyin, ga yothuyu buliki’yum 

ga läyindhum ŋarri yaki rrambaŋin mulmum ṉukay, ga yolŋun yumurrku 

barkthu yaki banya djäkam wäyin’kum mala. 

Then the wolf shall be a guest of the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with 

the young goat; the calf and the young lion shall browse together, with a little 

child to lead them (Guthadjaka, 2018b). 

 

The issue of negotiation of land rights amongst the ‘branches’ of Warramiri at Gäwa is of 

crucial concern; it is a long and fascinating story which is briefly alluded to here by 

Guthadjaka. However, the important issue, in sharing with Balanda, is not the detail of the 

conflict or how exactly it was resolved, but that resolution was achieved and that the land 

itself (through the much older story of the stingray and the octopus) facilitated the 

outcome. In the negotiation process, in the coming together of differences, peaceful 

progress was made with an ultimate goal of life on the Gäwa homeland; in such progress we 

thrive. 

A second, recent story comes from community life at Galiwin’ku, with Guthadjaka as one of 

the Yolŋu researchers involved. In short, a proposal by the international Community 

Supported Agriculture (CSA) was put to the Northern Territory government to establish a 

community garden in Galiwin’ku. The Charles Darwin University Yolŋu Aboriginal 

Consultancy Initiative was tasked to undertake community research on local opinion about 

the garden possibility. From many years of experience, Christie and the team were 

committed to ‘transdisciplinary’ research (Christie, 2006) ‘which did not compromise the 
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methods or epistemologies of Yolŋu knowledge making’ (Christie, 2014, p. 58). The resulting 

methodology is briefly described:  

Firstly, a group of six Yolŋu consultants were chosen, ‘all connected through webs of kinship 

to each other, to the whole population of Galiwin’ku and to their various ancestral estates 

on the island and on the mainland’ (Christie, 2014, p. 58). Nevertheless, the consultants all 

agreed that Buthimaŋ who had run a banana plantation for many years and was considered 

the expert Yolŋu gardener should be talked to initially. He advised them to ‘‘think about the 

land first’. Each piece of land belongs to particular people, managed by particular other 

people, and everyone has one kind of relation or another to every named place. When we 

listen to a new idea, Buthimaŋ said, we need to begin with the connections we already 

have’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 47). As Christie highlights, this was not just a matter of courtesy to 

the existing gardener, but the process of the ‘right people talking to the right people in the 

right place at the right time in the right order’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49); it was fundamentally 

a rejection of the notion of epistemic equality, as alluded to in our Methodology section. 

Although the community was to be consulted, due to kinship relationships, not everyone’s 

voice would carry the same authority; ‘everyone is related to Buthimaŋ and to his land, but 

in many different ways’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 50), or expressed more fully, ‘wherever the 

garden is placed, the old people made clear, the land belongs to someone. The way that 

people relate to the vegetables would be understood in terms of their kinship links to that 

land and its owners’ (Christie, 2014, p. 60). Christie conludes that the Yolŋu researchers 

turned technical ‘community’ questions (how many people would support the concept, was 

$30 reasonable to sustain the business, where should it be positioned etc.) into ‘a collective 

moral problem... embracing the difficult, complex and authoritative work of listening to 

everyone differently’ (Christie, 2014, p. 50).   
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For present purposes, we argue that it was a clear example of contemporary re-negotiation 

and re-enactment of cosmological principles founded on the pre-emince of land 

determining theoretical and practical processes to a small-scale public policy issue. In the 

end, though there was general agreement that a community garden akin to the Mission 

days would be a good idea, consultants reported back that it had to be properly negotiated 

and built on what was already established. That is, ‘while the government essentially 

wanted the Yolŋu to predict what a viable community garden would be like, the Yolŋu were 

concentrated upon how we could work towards a community garden together in good faith’ 

(Christie, 2013b, p. 51). Sadly, the garden never progressed beyond the research phase, the 

holistic cosmology; ‘the staggeringly complex interrelatedness of Yolŋu life, land, and 

history’ (Christie, 2014, p. 61) proved too much for government decision makers and the 

project was abandoned.  

Inside/Outside epistemology 

Perhaps to understand the complexity of the ‘garden’ story, government Balanda needed 

some introduction to the broader epistemological foundation, that land is profoundly 

connected to knowledge and truth. We return to Guthadjaka’s session from ‘Teaching from 

Country’: 

Ŋunhi dhu ŋanyany luŋgurrmay boy’yun, 

ŋayiny dhu bitjan ‘Yakay, yal’yurra ŋarra 

dhika’, bitjan ŋayi li.  

Luŋgurrma ga djalathaŋ manda wata ŋunhi 

gurrum’ manda, balanyaray. We need that, 

nhakun, teaching limurr dhu märram.  

When the north easterly blows, he will say 

‘Ahhh, I’m feeling cool and relaxed’, he 

says. 

The north easterly and the south westerly 

are gentle winds. You see, we need that, 

we get teaching from them. 
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Ga manda Dhuwa manda wata, bärra, ga 

dhimurru, ŋunhi rirri’rirri. Bapmaram walal 

dhu, dry-kum ŋula nhaltjan, ga still ŋunhi li 

ga ŋorra, marŋgikunhawuy limurruŋ, ga 

bulu ŋayi li dhiyaŋ lakaram dhäwu, 

mayali’mirr dhäwu, ga ŋayi dhu djamarrkuli 

pick up ŋunhiyi, beŋur nyumukuniny’ŋur.  

And the two Dhuwa winds, the westerly 

and the easterly are rough. 

They buffet and dry things out, but still 

there is knowledge there for us, and so it 

tells its story, full of meaning, and the story 

will be picked up by children, from when 

they are very young.  

 

Nhakun märrma’ ga layer ŋorra, waŋgany 

inside, ga waŋganydja outside. 

Marŋgithirr walal dhu warraŋulwuy dhäwu, 

ga bulu djinawa’ walal dhu marŋgithirr 

dhiyaldja, metaphor-ŋur ga bulu gurrutu ga 

dhäwu ŋunhiliyi.  

You see there are two layers, one inside, 

and one outside. 

They will learn the outside story, and they 

will learn the inside one too, through the 

metaphor, its kinship and stories. 

Yaka yän mulkurrwu ŋanydja dhiyak 

ŋayaŋuw, birrimbirrwu, märrwu, ŋayi ŋunhi 

li dhuwandja märram, manda dhu yuwalk 

nhänhamirri, ga gurrutuy maŋutjiy 

guŋga’yunmirr. Ga balanya.  

Not just for the head, but for the inner 

being, the spirit and for good faith, if he 

gets it, the inside and outside will truly 

come together and help each other 

through the perspective of kinship. 

(Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 30-31). 

The key concept expressed in this excerpt is the revealing of the ‘layers’ involved in 

Warramiri growth into knowledge. It is sometimes referred to as the inside-outside dynamic: 

‘the inside:outside distinction is an all-pervasive one in Yolngu culture. Almost everything 

has an inside and an outside form or can be divided into inside and outside components’ 
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(Morphy, 1991, p. 78). In his exegesis of Yolŋu art, Morphy elaborates on this Yolŋu 

standpoint which flows from ‘a worldview in which everything ultimately stems from 

ancestral power and ancestral design… an underlying metaphysical basis’ (Ibid, 1991, p. 83). 

In essence, reality is comprised of both ‘outside’ expressions and experiences and ‘inside’ 

sources of power (usually connected to ancestral design (minytji) and objects (raŋga) 

initiated by ancestral-beings (waŋarr)), and truth is a layered continuum based on ever-

increasing sacred/secret revealings or levels of understanding. As an epistemological 

foundation, ‘the ancestral world extends into the everyday world, the inside flows into the 

outside. Outside forms are in a sense generated by inside forms and are not separate from 

them’ and thus, ‘certain things are secret because they are powerful rather than the other 

way around’ (Ibid, 1991, p. 80, p. 95). Guthadjaka refers to this in at least two ways. Firstly, 

she takes up the example of the winds to demonstrate that there is an ‘outside’ 

understanding of directions and extents, which impact on hunting and other homeland life-

choices, but there is also the ‘metaphor’ as to what the winds teach about ‘kinship and 

stories’. It is not necessary for Balanda to understand these metaphors (and often it is 

excluded explicitly), but the layered nature of knowledge is the vital distinction. Secondly, 

Guthadjaka highlights how learning is therefore both for the ‘head’ and for the inner being, 

the spirit and for good faith; another connected layering of truth. And clearly, the wind is 

only one small example, relating back to the vitality of living and learning on ancestral 

estates to experience all the land’s teachings. Or as Rudder argues: ‘as all named things in 

the outside world are transformations of elements of the inside of reality, then the whole 

cosmos and every discrete element of it becomes an unbounded vehicle of religious 

knowledge’ (Rudder, 1993, p. 61).  

As we shall see below concerning Guthadjaka’s sharing of the djurwirr, although the inside-
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outside dynamic is most obvious in terms of levels of meaning of clan narratives (dhäwu) 

with restrictions applying to women and uninitiated men, it is not limited in application to 

discussion of Yolŋu religious substance and power. As Morphy notes, it ‘can be used as a 

logical schema that can be applied to many situations, for example, to formulate an 

argument, to put forward a proposition, or to attempt to grasp the essential structure of 

something’ (Morphy, 1991, p. 80). Indeed, its potential to integrate other cosmological 

systems and accommodate change is of profound importance. For example, Williams 

records an old man at Yirrkala asserting that the ‘Macassans’ were expected by Yolŋu when 

they first appeared because when the ancestral beings were investing the world with 

meaning ‘spirit-macassans had appeared. They brought with them in spirit form the things 

the “real” Macassans would later bring and explained their use to Yolngu... (thus) the cause 

of change can be attributed retrospectively and the integrity of the cosmos sustained’ 

(Williams, 1986, p. 28). In a similar vein, Bos, in his dissertation on the adoption of 

Christianity amongst Yolŋu and the Christian ‘revival’ at Elcho Island in the late 1970s 

specifically, follows through the inside-outside dynamic literally as links of logical 

suppositions, concluding ‘that which is new and true is simply a revelation of what has 

always been’ (Bos, 1988, p. 371). Indeed, the inside-outside dynamic is a powerful force for 

social harmony and adaptation of Yolŋu to the incredibly rapid change their social structures 

have been forced to accommodate over the last century. As Rudder concludes:  

The Yolŋu Cosmos is a viable and living structure, which while as the Yolŋu say 

of it that it "is unchanging" yet it is capable within that "unchangingness", of 

constant adaptation to changing circumstances and experiences while at the 

same time providing stability and a secure perception of identity through that 

change (Rudder, 1993, p. 33). 
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More recently, in relation to religion (2005), science (2003), homelands (2008) and, in 

particular, evolving funeral practices (2012, 2016) the Morphys have begun to expound a 

more general theory of ‘relative autonomy’ whereby ‘both within Yolngu society and in its 

articulations with the encompassing world, this autonomy has always been relative rather 

than absolute… rather than becoming “intercultural,” Yolngu systems and subsystems 

remain relatively autonomous. They change in response to external pressures while 

maintaining their own distinct trajectories’ (Morphy & Morphy, 2013, p. 177). Indeed, there 

is a provisionality even within the inside-outside dynamic in that changes over time 

naturally occur; ‘the content of the categories changes: what was once restricted becomes 

public and what was once public becomes restricted’, and ‘a particular interpretation is 

inside only until one has been told a further interpretation that is said to be more inside’, 

and content and form issues can separate ‘what may be restricted is knowledge that a 

painting was done, not knowledge of the painting itself’ (Morphy, 1991, p. 76, p. 78).  

Stories 

We have briefly looked at the story of the fresh-water hole at Gäwa, as shared by 

Guthadjaka. However, it is pertinent to note that when Ben 

lived at Gäwa in 2009-2010, this story was not widely shared, 

the literally ‘inside’ jungle area of Gäwa was generally 

considered a no-go zone for Balanda and he knew of the story, 

but only due to its visual representation on the school logo 

(Figure 11). During 2013, the school did have an 

‘excursion’ to the fresh-water hole and a version of the story was shared by the ‘old man’ of 

Figure 11: Gäwa Christian School logo 
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the Warramiri, Ceremonial Custodian, James Wäluŋ Bukulatjpi. Recently, in October 2018, 

Ben returned to Gäwa to record some further community research on the history of 

Warramiri interactions with sea-faring outsiders over the centuries. Wäluŋ again suggested 

we visit the water-hole and he explained the presence of the djambaŋ (tamarind) tree, 

which had come from a seed from Miliŋinbi and purposively planted near the fresh water as 

a reminder of the ‘Macassan’ trade period. In talking to the school students, and the 

researchers, he also hinted at some further stories relevant to the water hole, including 

references to the enigmatic walitha-walitha (little people) and some fighting/trouble that 

had occurred nearby. What was most interesting was when Wäluŋ paused and asked a well-

respected Balanda (who had been adopted into the Warramiri clan in the early 1970s) 

whether he should tell these particular stories to the children... Wisely, the experienced 

Balanda proferred no opinion either way, and we left to explore some further local sites of 

historical interest. Thus, the episode demonstrates the clear inside/outside dynamic of 

secret/sacred defintions changing over time, of age and maturity as relevant factors, and of 

the emerging dynamic of technology altering the process of the intergenerational 

transmssion of cultural stories. As Wäluŋ has stated in relation to a graduation ceremony as 

part of the Warramiri cosmology project: 

W: The times are changing. Our old people have passed away, that’s why I say 

it’s time to write down the stories—so the new generations will not lose them. 

We have paintings that tell our stories (and I teach my own children to 

understand some parts of the paintings, but some parts are secret.) Ceremony 

tells the story with symbols and dance that everyone can enjoy, but still some 

things are restricted. The understanding is not given in video or audio for 

everybody, although everybody can watch and dance, not everybody will 
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understand. I want the understanding recorded on paper, so it is not lost when I 

die... The more an older person understands the meanings, the more they will 

value them. I hold the stories of the Duck and the Whale because the old people 

trusted them to me. But still all Warramiri use the stories; they are partly 

preserved by use. 

 

A second pertinent example concerns women explicitly and leadership roles in modern 

Yolŋu society. The inside-outside dynamic is often predicated upon the exclusion of women 

to access ‘inside’ objects, images and narratives. Indeed, there is a narrative justification for 

this exclusion from some of the ‘big’ dhäwu (stories), such as the Djaŋka’wu sisters, who 

had their sacred objects stolen by men, who ‘seized control of certain ultimate 

manifestations of the inside, which thereby gave them the power to act in ritual’ (Morphy, 

1991, p. 97). This is a fascinating area for analysis concerning the interplay of cosmological 

beliefs and current practices for a number of reasons. Firstly, even in the 1970s, there was 

ambiguity around women’s exclusion to ‘inside’ knowledge and power. Morphy records that 

women still extensively utilised the dynamic as ‘a logical principle for talking about the 

world, and they gain access to things that are inside relative to other things’ and, in fact, 

also partook of the layering of secret/sacred; ‘women in particular gain increasing access to 

restricted knowledge according to their age, status and interest they show in ritual matters’ 

(Morphy, 1991, p. 96, p. 76). More profoundly, there were hints (likely ‘inside’ 

interpretations of some of the big dhäwu) of an identity connection between ‘inside’ and 

women as a cosmological fundamental. Thus, Morphy records Narritjin often claiming 

‘“really women are the inside”… referring both to the fact that inside meanings often refer 

to female things, (and women)… as generators and sources of power’ (Morphy, 1991, p. 97). 
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Williams concurs from her land rights fieldwork at Yirrkala, as senior men explained ‘that the 

profoundest and most sacred meanings of many of the spirit-beings are female or else have 

an important characteristic (or property or activity) that is associated with women’ 

(Williams, 1986, p. 50).  

Guthadjaka notes the importance of the Warramiri decision in the 1980s in relation to the 

mala (clan) town council: 

My leader was David Burrumarra... none of the other clans had a female on 

their group. David Burrumarra… he chose me to be on the council to represent 

women, but there was no other women to represent their clan (Guthadjaka, 

2018c). 

In fact, it was not Burrumarra’s first foray into ‘re-adjusting’ male/female power roles, as 

the (in)famous Memorial of the 1950s, where sacred emblems had been put on public 

display (as discussed below), saw many women rush to the bush, fearing death as 

punishment for viewing their clan’s sacred emblems. Indeed, it is undoubted that the impact 

of the large-scale adoption of Christianity was a distinct, epistemological challenge to the 

gender restriction of the inside-outside dynamic. In particular, protestant, evangelical 

Methodism with its emphasis on the ‘priesthood of all believers’ ensured early women 

missionaries taught (adult) Sunday school classes and preached in formal church services 

(McKenzie, 1976; Kadiba, 1998, Wearing, 2007). Keen is explicit on the historical adaptation 

that occurred: ‘the move towards inclusiveness through Christianity threatened to erode 

the power of the older men, which rested on the constitution and control of secret religious 

knowledge and practices, for Christianity challenged the very separation of ‘inside’ and 

‘outside’’ (Keen, 1994, p. 287). How exactly this adaptation evolved in terms of Yolŋu 

women’s involvement in public decision making seems to have also depended on the 
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localised Mission leadership approaches, and thus some regional differences are apparent. 

Williams notes at the time of her fieldwork that ‘women do –and must- participate in 

religious activity and political decision making, and that senior women are expected to act 

as leaders and are admired for being strong. Not all Yolngu men share this view of the 

importance of women’s public roles, however; Keen (personal communication) says that 

men at Milingimbi expressly deny it’ (Williams, 1986, p. 51). Whereas both Keen (1994) and 

Bos (1988) argue that the Mission leadership style at Galiwin’ku had a profound impact as a 

necessary precondition for the further gender-equitizing Christian ‘revival’ of the late 1970s. 

Of course, the pertinent question remains as to how the inside-outside dynamic has altered 

and/or continues to impact public policy regarding Yolŋu women in present communities. 

Multiple Ontologies 

From her prepared acceptance speech for Senior Australian of the Year, 2018 (Northern 

Territory), Guthadjaka relied on djurwirr (Great bowerbird, Chlamydera nuchalis) nesting 

practices:  

 

1. Ancient generations of djurwirr 

made their nests from sticks and 

grass and decorated them with 

shells and pebbles. They kept a 

special pattern for their nest. 
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1. Today the colors and content of 

the decorations have changed. Some 

keep colored glass, some like green, 

some like blue—some even keep a 

mobile phone and a bit of cash handy. 

Everything is mixed together and the 

bird is living in two worlds, filled with      

mixed treasures from old and new. 

3. There are guardians and protectors 

outside – to stop theft of the 

treasured knowledge, but this can also 

protect and manage too much impact 

from outside influences and/or not 

acknowledging the authority of the 

guardians. 

 

4. Not everything is accepted and 

the pattern has not changed. Djurwirr 

keeps a clear pathway and line of 

vision from its nest.  
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5. My people are like djurwirr. 

Warramiri are colourful people, yet 

we discern. The clear path needs to 

be made; when you have a clear path 

you can organise and see clearly. 

Then treasured things can be kept 

safe and valued, and some can be 

shared, to give comfort or teach us valuable lessons in both worlds’ (Guthadjaka, 2018). 

 

In typical style, Guthadjaka’s image is appealing and memorable, but also layered. The 

‘metaphor’ clearly highlights the Warramiri foundation of selective adaptation and 

adoption, but also alludes to the secret/sacred knowledge domain (‘treasured things can be 

kept safe and valued, and some can be shared’) and the ‘protective’ function of Elders 

(‘manage too much impact from outside influences and/or not acknowledging the authority 

of the guardians’) to, ultimately, negotiate the future vision (‘when you have a clear path 

you can organise and see clearly’). In many ways, the djurwirr image can be considered an 

elaboration of the lesson in Guthadjaka’s other published parable, Yuṯa Gonydjuy (The New 

Wax). In this true-life story, native bees began to use the tar from newly sealed roads in 

Galiwin’ku to make their honey. This was a mistake! The concluding section of the story 

reads: 

Bili Godthu djanaliŋgu gunyan marimi 

ŋuwakurru gonydjuy' djämawu, mädjanal ŋarru 

djäma ŋamaŋamayun djanaliŋguway djanal 

God already gave them everything that 

is good, they only had to look around 

hard and use their own skills for 

Figure 12: Djurwirr 
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ŋayi, ga guku ga waripu malany ŋuwatjuman 

bayiŋuya gonydjuy'yu.  

Ga gukum ŋarru marimin latjun dhäkayma.  

Ga bilanyaya bili nhawun Godthu gunyan 

ŋalmaliŋgu ŋuwakurru rom. Mäŋalma ŋarru 

djäma nyena, ga garryunmi ŋunhuŋ nhäwu 

ŋuwakurruwu romgu.  

Ŋalma ŋarru bukmak buku-manapanmi ga 

waŋganydji nyena waŋgany mala ga yaka buku-

gänaŋ'dji. Ŋalma yaka bitjan nhawun banya 

guku ḏawurr malany. Banya djanal yaka 

mulkuruyun romdhun nyena djinaŋ bala. 

making the sugar-bag, using the 

natural wax from the flowers that 

blossom in the bush. Take care of this 

way well and the sugar-bag that comes 

from the bush will be sweet and 

beautiful to taste. 

In the same way God already gave us a 

good law to live by and built a 

foundation for our identity. In this way 

we can come together and live as one 

people. Not out by ourselves, chasing 

our own ideas. Let us not be like the 

honey bees. These days many people 

are very excited and influenced by new 

ideas and laws coming into our lives. 

Ga nyäkuḻim banya bitjanna maḻŋ'thun gam.  

Bili djinaŋum bala ŋalma yaka marimin goŋmiyi 

ga nyäku'yunmi yuṯawun ga mulkuruwun 

romgu, bilanya nhawun guku ḏawurr malany. 

Bawalamiwun ŋalma yaka malthunma 

mulkuruwun romgu. 

 Ga yaka djuwanma ŋuwakurru ŋalmaliŋguru 

yumurrku'wu. Ŋalma ḏitjunna balayan 

To me it appears that today we are so 

happy holding on to new ways, but 

already they have brought lots of 

confusion, and we are very frustrated 

in this difficult position between old 

and new. It is not good for us and our 

children. Let us go back to our ancient 
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ŋaliŋguwaywuḻi djukaḻi ga romḻi, banya nhäyiny 

djanaliŋgu ŋaḻapaḻmiwu rom. Nhalpiyan djanal 

yakan nyenan ŋarrin ŋoy-gurrum'thu ga 

mägayayu romdhu. Ga bilin djaŋu 

dhawar'yuwannan. 

paths and follow our ancestor's 

footsteps and work with peace and joy. 

This is the end of the story about the 

bees. 

Yow, Garrayma yaka garryun nhumaliŋgu bitjan, 

bayyiguya warrawu banyaya nyeli nhanguway 

yolŋu'-yulŋu warra.  

Nhäŋa ŋarriya rangaŋ bayikuyam banya 

djukawum dhunupawum, dhäwirrkayunmiya 

ŋarriya.  

Ŋala djika djuka ŋuwakurrum wal'ŋu. Banyayam 

banya nhan Garrayu nyipan ŋätjil? 

 Ŋarriya bayiyiwitja bili djukamurru mänhunu 

ŋarru nyena yaka ŋayaŋum wurrkurrumŋan 

romŋa. 

Jesus says to you people who belong to 

him: 

‘Stand at the crossroad and look; ask 

for the ancient paths, ask where the 

good way is, and walk in it. Then you 

will find rest for your souls’. 

Jeremiah 6:16 

(Guthadjaka, 1998)                                                                                                                  

Thus, Yuṯa Goydjuy embodies the message of the djurwirr bower that ‘not everything is 

accepted, and the pattern has not changed’; not all of the ‘new ways’ are productive. 

However, by implication of the story, Christianity itself is not one of these ‘new ways’. 

Indeed, it is impossible to miss the references to faith and God throughout Guthadjaka’s 

presentations, including the (Holy) Spirit in the conclusion of the Djuranydjura re-working, 

the crying by the waters of Babylon/Balanda education practices, and the lion and the lamb 

negotiated agreement imagery from Isaiah. Such an integration, a synthesis of co-existant 
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ontologies is certainly also to be seen in 

Burrumarra’s life and work. Back in 1957, 

Warramiri and Wangurri elders (with a young 

Elder Burrumarra as the key agitator and 

spokesman) convinced a number of other clan 

leaders (both dhuwa and yirritja) to reveal many 

sacred designs, often combined with Christian 

iconography, on a series of carved and painted 

wooden posts at Galiwin’ku- dubbed the 

‘Memorial’ (Figure 13). In his fascinating monograph on this ‘adjustment movement’ Berndt 

attempted to unravel the complex and varied motivation behind the revealing of 

sacred/secret knowledge. Of Burrumarra personally Berndt surmised that: 

On the one hand he wanted change from outside with greater rapidity. On the 

other hand he did not want them to overwhelm his own society and culture... 

If this loss of identity were to be avoided then some re-orientation of 

traditional life would be necessary (Berndt, 1962, p. 39). 

Thus, the movement was both a political statement and a deeply spiritual one; in essence, it 

was a ‘conscious attempt at redefining social organisation. The Yolŋu were to be a single 

unified block of clans and Christianity was put forward as legitimizing the unity of Dhuwa 

and Yirritja moieties. As a cooperative group, the Yolŋu would be in a stronger position to 

voice their demands vis-à-vis the Welfare Department, missionaries, and developers’ 

(McIntosh, 1999, p. 70). There were also very practical benefits desired too, understood as 

an exchange for revealing the sacred knowledge. Burrumarra asked: ‘these are the most 

precious things we have (the raŋga). Why can’t we get a big school? (Berndt, 1962, p. 78). 

Figure 13: The Memorial, Galiwin'ku 
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Interestingly, in later years Burrumarra reflected back in typical enigmatic fashion: ‘The 

Adjustment Movement was wrong but we had to do it...there is no pleasure looking back on 

it, but it served its purpose’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 110). But, at the same time: ‘I believe in 

both ways, the traditional and the Christian life, but we have so many questions. That’s why 

we talk and discuss meanings. We search for the purpose of life in our history and in the 

land itself. And now we have the Bible as well’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 77). 

The concept of ‘bothways’ in regard to synthesising Christianity and traditional Yolŋu 

ontologies is certainly not restricted to Warramiri Yolŋu. Goṉḏarra outlines theological 

arguments supporting such integration in a number of revealing texts (1986, 1987, 1992, 

1996), most famously in Father, you gave us the Dreaming (1988). Practically, the 

outworking of such a cosmological foundation is most clearly seen in funeral practices, both 

now and in the past. Early anthropologists were fascinated with the ‘mortuary rituals’ of 

Yolŋu and wrote extensively on the formal ceremonial elements involved (Warner, 1937; 

Thomson, 1949). However, the most poignant moment in Warner’s classic ethnography was 

his description of the death of a Warramiri man and his kinsman’s last actions; the more 

spontaneous and personal elements of his passing (Warner, 1937, p. 404). Indeed, later 

works reflected on the fact that the funeral ceremonial practices/performances, the ‘song 

cycles’, were never uniform, sequenced rituals, akin to a Catholic mass, for example, but 

vital opportunities to reaffirm Yolŋu ontological truth. Firstly, the profound connection 

between named reality and identity: ‘the webs of human and land relatedness- that is, the 

things which have built that individual, and which are identified by that name -are actually 

constitutive of a person's identity, and a person's death signifies a radical rupturing of the 

whole network of human meaning’ (Christie, 1994, p. 28). And thus, the ceremonial leaders’ 

responsibilities are to best negotiate and select and order the songs, designs and dances: ‘to 
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link particular groups of people together by reference to their land, totems and ancestral 

history’ (Christie, 1994, p. 31). Indeed, there are ‘various possible routes for a song journey 

from the ceremonial ground to the spirit place… (the one chosen highlighting) the links 

which the deceased had with the many different related groups who have come to say 

goodbye, and the love and respect in which that person was held’ (Christie, 1994, p. 

31).Thus, a form of multiple ontologies was always demonstrated in the negotiation and 

contextualisation of ceremonial songs, in conjunction with clan leadership of both moieties, 

the land the actual ceremony was taking place upon, and individual personalities. The 

Morphys’ studies of more recent funeral practices (2012) also indicate the profound 

combination of traditional Yolŋu song cycles and dance sequences, ‘Macassan’ influences, 

Christian iconography and speech making, and idiosyncratic elements to best capture the 

individual, their relation to the land and related clans and their impacts on the broader 

Balanda world. However, the key is to understand that the rituals: 

are not hybrid creations made up through combining elements that history has 

brought into contact. Rather they are the product of a regional ecumene, 

which has at its center distinctive value creation processes, beliefs about the 

nature of being, and ways of structuring action to express these beliefs and 

values (Morphy & Morphy, 2012, p. 53). 

Therefore, it is not so much that Yolŋu have adapted core beliefs about existence to suit 

new influences (hybridity theory), but the ‘fundamentally recursive and incorporative’ 

nature of Yolŋu ontology (as expressed in mortuary rituals) has enabled Yolŋu ‘to adapt to 

new contexts and seize opportunities while appearing to cary the past with them’ (Morphy 

& Morphy, 2012, p. 58). Thus, in returning to Guthadjaka’s ‘selective adaptation and 

adoption’ from djuwirr, it would seem to be clear that the Warramiri make explicit what is a 
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more generalised Yolŋu cosmological foundation. In considering the impact and change to 

Yolŋu society through various waves of contact with outsiders, culminating in yearly 

‘Macassan’ trade voyages, the Berndts concluded that Yolŋu were; ‘absorbing into their own 

culture certain new elements, rejecting others that could not readily be adapted to the 

existing pattern’ (Berndt & Berndt, 1954, p. 188). Likewise, regarding the ‘adjustment 

movement’, Berndt summarized ‘that we can legitimately speak of rapprochement between 

the alien and the indigenous: the one is in the process of being adapted to the other... 

inward-looking in terms of traditional integrity, outward-looking beyond the confines of 

linguistic unit and clan territory, cross-cultural dimension’ (Berndt, 1962, p. 14). Overall, 

Yolŋu seem to have applied such an approach to large scale interactions in terms of 

incorporating the mälk (skin) system into older gurruṯu kinship patterns (Shapiro, 1981) and 

the assimilation of Mission ‘leadership’ into existing conflict resolution procedures 

(Williams, 1987). In fact, it has been argued that a multiple ontologies foundation is 

characteristic of Yolŋu cosmology; that ‘ambiguity and relativism’ (Keen, 1994, p. 38) have 

long been the prevailing structural principles for both practical organizations of Yolŋu 

society (clan, country, leadership) and theoretical positions (knowledge, religious 

communication). In this, ceremonial interactions are the profoundest enactments of the 

overall ontology; though groups shared a common form, it was highly differentiated: 

each could include specific elements of its own, and each attached different 

significance to its sequences of dance and song. They could thus co-operate in 

a performance while each retained its particular identity, ancestry and 

connections with country… (and within groups themselves) shared forms 

current among one public, and distinctive interpretations among a variety of 

less inclusive publics and individuals (Keen, 1994, p. 38). 
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In his thorough exploration of the Warramiri cosmology specifically, and the various 

‘branches’ with connections to other ‘clans’, McIntosh is equally adamant: ‘identity 

therefore is something that is constructed for specific purposes and is a matter of 

agreement by all concerned, rather than something unambiguous or “fixed”’ (McIntosh, 

1996b, p. 24). Such a position certainly finds support from the extensive work that has 

developed out of the ‘bothways’ Yolŋu educational philosophy from the 1980s. Stemming 

from Yolŋu educators outlining a fundamental cosmological foundation: ‘there is 

negotiation of meanings between the two moieties, Dhuwa and Yirritja, which can be 

applied to negotiation between Yolŋu and Balanda cultures to find the common ground that 

makes up the two way curriculum’ (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p. 13), a string of profound 

‘metaphors’ were then shared from kinship structures (yothu-yindi connection, Marika, 

Ŋurruwutthun, & White, 1989), water commingling (gaṉma, milŋurr and bala-lili, Marika-

Munuŋgiritj, 1990) and ceremonial negotiation between clans (garma and galtha, Marika-

Munuŋgiritj, 1991). In further works, the ceremonial context was particularly highlighted, 

and a shift from a pedagogical constructivism (which was most apparent) to an 

epistemological/ontological constructivism was argued for. Christie utilized the garma and 

galtha images to elucidate co-existent multiple ontologies: ‘in the playing out of the 

Galtha… the objective world attains reality only through the received meanings which, 

through negotiation, we choose to foreground the pattern of our relatedness’ (Christie, 

1994, p. 33), as there is ‘no split between language and materiality. Talking, singing, crying, 

dancing, and painting all actively participate in the creation of new worlds as they have 

always done since the ancestors first talked, sang and danced the world into existence’ 

(Christie, 2005, p. 64). Verran also explicitly draws parallels with western-philosophical 

histories: ‘the concept of garma… a distinctive Aboriginal epistemology that has something 
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in common with European constructivism, except that place is a crucial determinant of 

knowledge’ (Verran & Christie, 2007, p. 218) and ‘a Garma can be understood as working 

like a Deweyan public, called into existence by a ‘public problem’, an issue of substantial or 

serious significance’ (Verran & Christie, 2011, p. 29).  

Conclusion 

Mention of a ‘public problem’ is an appropriate place to conclude, for we reiterate that the 

function of this introduction has always been to facilitate analysis and production of 

appropriate public policy for issues of women and gender in the local Gäwa and Galiwin’ku 

region. From the garma image we learn that Yolŋu have long been engaging in this process 

themselves, balancing profound duties and responsibilities to land and sea, layers of 

knowledge and inside/outside power realms between clans and genders, and commitments 

to incorporate new realities in reaching agreements. In Balanda philosophical terms, issues 

of axiology, epistemology and ontology are in a perpetual relationship of negotiation, and 

Warramiri Yolŋu, Burrumarra and Guthadjaka in particular, seem generously disposed to 

share their cosmological foundations with interested outsiders. In conclusion, we share one 

last story as it draws together many of the themes of this introduction to Warramiri 

cosmology. It is a story told at Gäwa (with some humour), but mostly concerns 

Mayawun’pirri (Stevens Island), one of the ancestral estates of the Budalpudal ‘branch’ of 

the Warramiri (McIntosh, 1996b) and boyhood home of Wäluŋ. The island was one of the 

first places to have an airstrip, built in the Mission days under Harold Shepherdson who 

actively encouraged Yolŋu to remain on their ancestral estates; their homelands (Baker, 

2018). In his home-made airplane he would fly to the homeland family groupings, undertake 

some pastoral ministry and conduct a short Christian service. By the early 1990s the 300m 
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airstrip on Mayawun’pirri was earmarked for refurbishment by Marthakal Homelands 

Resource Centre. Warramiri families travelled out to the island and mowed the existing strip 

while a Missionary Aviation Fellowship (MAF) pilot flew out to test the surface for 

compliance and future potential usage. The testing went well except that the pilot advised 

that making the strip just a little but longer would be greatly beneficial, larger planes could 

land taking more passengers and more weight. Some further clearing would be necessary, 

including the removal of a Pandanus tree at the end of the airstrip. After some thought, 

Wäluŋ told the pilot that it couldn’t be done as the Pandanus tree represented something 

quite important in an old story connected to Mayawun’pirri. The pilot was insistent; what 

could be more important than facilitating consistent access to the land, to your ancestral 

country? The old man chose to share some of the layers of the truth; the tree actually 

represents Balanda, (from a typically fascinating Warramiri story of when a Balanda and 

shark fought at Mayawun’pirri). Indeed, the Pandanus is the Balanda, it is the Balanda 

access to the land as an ontological fundamental; knock down the tree and the Balanda role 

in any on-going story (including the possibility of flying in planes and all that could entail) 

would also be gone...The airstrip was left as it was. We hope many other positive outcomes 

and stories are generated from the interplay with Warramiri cosmology, women and gender 

into the future. 
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#3 Adjustments, adaptations and awakenings: Yolŋu ‘bothways’ 

contextualised Christianity and hybridity at Gäwa. 

Introduction 

I believe in both ways- our own and the Christian. If we had taken both ways and 

thought of them separately we would have become confused. We believe in the old 

law and we want to keep it: and we believe in the Bible too. So we have selected the 

good laws from both and put them together (Baṯaŋga, quoted in Berndt, 1962, p. 

59).  

In 1957 at Galiwin’ku (Elcho Island), Yolŋu 

leaders from the Warramiri, Wangurri and 

Gälpu clans took the unprecedented move of 

bringing out sacred raŋga items with detailed 

designs/symbols into public display. Both 

women and children of the various clans then 

living at the Methodist Mission were exposed 

to the display (the ‘Memorial’), and there 

was an immediate controversy and a brief 

time of mayhem. What was most remarkable 

was the fact that the poles contained 

symbols and inscriptions which explicitly 

integrated Christianity and honoured 

Methodist mission personnel (Figure 14). 

Renowned anthropologist Ronald Berndt later published an account of the time as An 

Figure 14: The Memorial, Galiwinku, 1957. 
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Adjustment Movement in Arnhem Land, highlighting the complex and multi-faceted nature 

of the motivations and expectations that the key leaders expressed. Over the years, various 

other academic perspectives have situated the Memorial in its historical, missiological and 

sociological contexts (Berndt, 1962, Morphy, 1983, Bos 1988, Rudder, 1993, Keen 1994, 

McIntosh, 1996b, 1997). Overall,  the Memorial’s impact should not be downplayed; Yolŋu 

on Elcho Island still refer to the time as the first ‘revival’ and there are distinct links between 

the Galiwin’ku display and the famous land-rights bark petition emanating from Yirrkala in 

the subsequent decade. Amidst this complexity, the clear aim (as summarized in the quote 

above by the ‘big’ leader of the Memorial, Baṯaŋga), was to integrate traditional law and 

culture with teachings from the new sacred; the Bible. Indeed, long before ‘Bothways’ 

education was first publicly elucidated (Wunuŋmurra, 1989), comfortably predating formal 

theological training for Indigenous leaders at Nungalinya College in Darwin, and certainly 

before any balanda began consistently theorizing over the issue, Yolŋu clearly aspired to a 

‘bothways’ intercultural theology. In this chapter, we aim to briefly explore whether such a 

perspective is best understood as a form of syncretism or a critically contextualised and/or 

hybridity adaptation of the Christian faith. We then turn to the Warramiri homeland at 

Gäwa and the establishment of a small Christian school there, and recount a number of 

stories and scenarios from the last decade which highlight how this ‘bothways’ theology 

continues to play out in the cosmology and the daily lives of Yolŋu in the 21st century. 

Syncretism? 

The Galiwin’ku Memorial was not the first public and formal display of a crucifix to 

symbolize the integration of Christianity with traditional Yolŋu culture. At Yirrkala in 194012, 

                                                             
12 The date according to Gribble, C. Important times in the history of the church in Arnhem Land. Unpublished 
manuscript. 
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founding missionary Wilbur Chaseling erected a towering cross on the headland. He 

explicitly named it maḏayin (sacred), acknowledging the surprise shown by the Yolŋu men 

who were assisting in digging the foundations: ‘Yes, this is the Jesus-Totem; it is the biggest 

Totem of all. Everyone can look at it because Jesus is the Saviour or “Ancestor” of women 

and children as well as men. When we look at it we think of Him; we call it His Cross’ 

(Chaseling, 1957, p. 172)13.  In discussions with the Elders, he had earlier laid the foundation 

of such an approach by explicitly drawing parallels between the Old Testament ‘prophets’ 

and the role of the key dhuwa creators, the Djaŋka’wu sisters: 

Their teachings were incomplete and vague till God the Eternal Spirit, known to the 

aborigines as Wangarr, sent His Son Jesus to complete the revelation... all that is 

good in aboriginal law (and much of it is good and noble as far as it goes) can thus be 

completed by Jesus, who came from Wangarr, not only to teach white men, but 

aborigines as well (Chaseling, 1957, p. 170).  

Much later in life, Chaseling would claim that ‘on the basis of their own beliefs I was able to 

begin to introduce the Christian gospel. To lead them one step at a time to the acceptance 

of the teachings of our Lord’ (Morphy, 2005, p. 45). Undoubtedly, such an approach to 

mission was influenced by long-term Superintendent of the Methodist Missions in Arnhem 

Land, TT Webb, who had explicitly called for missionaries ‘to distinguish between what is 

essentially part of the Christian revelation… and what belongs merely to our own cultural 

forms’ (Webb, 1938)14.  Indeed, in his own ministry at Miliŋinbi, Webb had experienced 

                                                             
13 Warramiri leader, major instigator and ‘secretary’ of the Galiwin’ku Memorial, David Burrumarra, was one of 
the men who worked closely with Chaseling and in Burrumarra’s biography The Whale and the Cross, it is 
noted that, in reference to erecting the cross, ‘Burrumarra was significantly moved by missionary Chaseling’s 
actions’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 11). 
14 There are a number of other Methodist missionary memoirs and histories: Guy (1991), McKenzie (1976), 
Shepherdson (1981), Thornell (1986), Vander-Wal (1999). However, whether out of self-effacing humility or in 
consideration of a general readership, there is scarce information on missiological approaches. The Wearing 
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moments of reciprocal spiritual enrichment: ‘the conception of God as our Father and of 

Christ as our Elder Brother gains additional beauty and importance from their own social 

organisation’ (Webb, 1934, p. 38). In fact, Morphy cheekily referred to the mission history at 

Yirrkala as one of ‘mutual conversion’, noting that the missionaries’ inter-religious ‘interest 

went beyond what was necessary to convert Yolŋu to Christianity, and had from early on 

hints of syncretism or perhaps even religious pluralism that have subsequently come to 

characterise Yolŋu religious practice’ (Morphy, 2005, p. 46). Later Superintendent at 

Yirrkala, Edgar Wells, echoed the approach of Webb and Chaseling: ‘the introduction of any 

religious movement can only begin with the religion of the indigenous people, so we took 

our lead from Ezekiel. “I sat”, he said, “where they sat”’ (Wells, 1982, p. 9). Long-standing 

district chairperson, Arthur Ellemor, also reflected that the Methodist approach was 

founded upon ‘respect 

towards Aboriginal religion 

and culture, seeing many 

links between them and 

the Christian way, striving 

to develop and fulfil 

Aboriginal concepts and 

on that basis to the central 

doctrines of the Incarnation and the Atonement with their implications for ethics and 

morals’ (EIIemor 1981: 257). At Yirrkala, the pinnacle of this approach was the creation of 

two magnificent panels from the dhuwa and yirritja moieties in 1962/3, ‘painted for part of 

                                                             
(2007) biography of linguist Beulah Lowe and Graham (2015) are the most revealing concerning mission 
deliberations, being based upon letters and dairy entries. 

Figure 15: Yirrkala Church. Photo Howard Morphy. 
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a screen placed behind the Communion table in the Yirrkala church, (which) represented the 

two main, creative legends governing the lives, the behaviour and the ritual’ (Wells, 1971, p. 

XI) of Yolŋu (Figure 15). Similar to the Galiwin’ku Memorial, varied and intersecting political, 

religious and social factors combined as motivation for the work, and the panels were 

connected to both the Memorial of the past, and provided direct inspiration for the 

renowned land-rights bark-petition of 1963 (Wells, 1982). Morphy ultimately argued that 

although the panels were certainly of Yolŋu design and intent, they were ‘in continuity with 

the dialogue set in place by Chaseling… (that) Wells’ own respect for Aboriginal religion may 

also have been a factor… (and they) were explicitly syncretic’ (Morphy, 2005, p. 48). Reid 

concurred, concluding that ‘the first missionaries at Yirrkala advocated a syncretistic 

approach to proselytisation’ (Reid 1983: 127). On Elcho, besides the Memorial itself, 

McIntosh noted that Yolŋu Christians from the very early mission years were also supportive 

of and/or responsible for a similar approach; ‘syncretism was also in evidence when they 

embedded sacred rocks into the walls of the Galiwin’ku church, also built on a sacred area’ 

(McIntosh, 1996b, p. 278). 

Of course, two events cannot summarize an entire theological approach and the issue of 

whether these public displays were examples of syncretism is the rub of the entire 

discussion. As Magowan warned in the Yolŋu context, ‘the use of the term syncretism often 

pre-empts, but does not identify, problems that it should be attempting to answer’ 

(Magowan, 1999, p. 12). Indeed, the Berndts, who considered both the Galiwin’ku Memorial 

movement and the Yirrkala church panel production from first-hand experience, and had 

many decades researching with Yolŋu, ultimately arrived at an alternative conclusion. They 

argued that the movements were an incipient ‘Aboriginalization of Christian religion… (but) 

do not represent syncretism, per se… (rather) an interchange of ideas, and more flexibility 
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for cross religious adaptation’ (Berndt & Berndt, 1988, p. 51). As it turned out, the panels at 

Yirrkala were short-lived, as only a few years later they ‘were removed from the sanctuary 

area and stored at the back of the church… there were missionaries who felt the Panels 

were pagan and had no place in the Church’ (Clarke, 2010, p. 113). About ten years later 

again the panels were re-located to the Yirrkala Art centre, but for Clarke, ‘their new 

location does not truly reflect the original Yolŋu intention… (and) symbolises the failure of 

the Church to accept that Yolŋu spirituality can co-exist with spirituality of the wider 

community’ (Clarke, 2010, p. 114). However, for others, it is this exact co-existence- this 

‘bothways’ theology- that is the foundation of the syncretism critique. Kelly maintained that 

co-existence is simply not possible as ‘Christianity offers no room for compromise or 

syncretism: it rejects a collaborative existence within a network of other relative authority 

systems’ (Kelly, 2014, p. 371). In fact, he argued the Elcho Memorial was the key moment of 

assimilation of Christianity into the pre-existing Yolŋu cosmology; ‘the triumph is by way of 

Madayin’s relative nature, open to syncretism and engaging in pluralism with other 

normative systems. In this instance the Christian cross has been synthesised with Madayin 

authority in an act in accordance with Madayin’s essential nature of syncretism and 

pluralism’ (Kelly, 2014, p. 352). Thus, in returning to Baṯaŋga’s original quote, if Yolŋu are 

‘selecting the good laws’, they are not consistently ‘believing in the Bible’ as the whole of 

Christianity at all:  

Due to the absolute claims made by Christianity, the two-way theology which is 

really ‘one-way’ (Madayin’s way) can only contain an internal integrity or consistency 
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if the elements of Christianity that are included are done so selectively. This is 

exactly what has occurred in Arnhem Land (Kelly, 2014, p. 401).15  

A related critique to Kelly’s is the proposition that ‘bothways’ theology is best understood as 

a continuation of a flexible, multiplicity approach to identity (ontology) in the overall Yolŋu 

cosmology. That is, individual Yolŋu, clans and even kinship relationships, are in a perpetual 

state of negotiation and flux. One can be a number of fundamentally different identities at 

the same time, and/or shift according to context and need; ‘identity therefore is something 

that is constructed for specific purposes and is a matter of agreement by all concerned, 

rather than something unambiguous or “fixed”’ (McIntosh, 1996b, p. 24). Under this 

analysis, when Baṯaŋga spoke of how he ‘selected the good laws from both and put them 

together’, togetherness does not mean an integrated system of belief, but a capacity to 

draw on both systems when deemed appropriate to the surrounding context. There is some 

support for such a position from the records of the Memorial era, Berndt recorded other 

statements from Burrumarra about Baṯaŋga: ‘he kept his mareiin, but the Bible is there too. 

He would like to keep both laws. First he thought of leaving the old, but his hand is still on 

this. But although his hand rests on the mareiin and rangga he is taking new thoughts: his 

heart and his faith is with both. But the new thoughts are rushing in. So he has combined 

both ways…’ (Berndt, 1962, p. 60). Again, it is ultimately a question of what ‘combined both 

ways’ means, but perhaps, as with his (two) hands, his beliefs rested on both systems as 

                                                             
15 In recent years the ‘Yolngu for Jesus’ movement best aligns with this perspective. See 
https://www.facebook.com/yolnguforjesus/ . Indeed, there have always been individuals and groups within 
Yolŋu congregations who have advocated for ‘one way’ only, a clean break with traditional ceremonies and 
ancestral narratives. They ‘consider their ancestral identity unnecessary for living, because they believe Jesus 
offers true life. They speak of walking in the dhunupa dhukarr (straight path) following the yuwalk rom (true 
law)’ (Magowan, 2003, p. 298). Also, see Magowan (1999) and McIntosh (1996b). 
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sources of identity and power, but not in a rationalistic sense of a systematic, logically 

consistent system. A left hand not knowing what the right is doing?!  

Further research from well-respected balanda anthropologists, starting field-work in the 

1970s, could potentially support such an interpretation. Keen powerfully demonstrated that 

negotiation between individuals and clans even around key concepts of clan identity, 

ownership of country and the ceremonial song-cycles is highly contextualised. For example, 

in relation to fundamental, moiety narratives shared by many clans, ‘the central and 

apparently unique event occurred at the country of the person relating the story, but people 

were of course aware that details told by others were incompatible… Yolngu did not appear 

to seek a unitary vision of the world’ (Keen, 1994, p. 61). Likewise, Morphy and Morphy 

argued that Yolŋu retain ‘distinctive value creation processes, beliefs about the nature of 

being, and ways of structuring action to express these beliefs’ (Morphy & Morphy, 2012, p. 

53), and that incorporating Christian elements into traditional mortuary rituals, for example, 

is not a form of intercultural hybridity, but an expression of ‘relative autonomy’. In essence, 

‘Yolngu mortuary rituals are fundamentally both recursive and incorporative, and indeed 

these are precisely among the reasons why these systems of value and practice are able to 

adapt to new contexts’ (Morphy & Morphy, 2012, p. 58). Bos also stated that, in general, for 

Yolŋu, ‘some truth is to be gleaned from many different sources, a degree of harmony is 

discovered, and inconsistencies are glossed over’ (Bos, 1988, p. 305). And Magowan 

explicitly concluded that: 

Yolngu did not strive to place all Christian elements that did not cohere to the 

Ancestral Law into a hyper-logical system… if Christian ideology was incomplete or 

contradictory, this could be accommodated in the schema for ancestral knowledge 
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that was also partial, fragmentary and based on individual ascriptions to place and 

ancestral identity (Magowan, 2005, p. 163). 

In a similar vein, Verran and Christie worked extensively in the development of ‘Bothways’ 

education, and have expanded the key concepts of garma and gaṉma into the 

philosophical/metaphysical realm. They have argued that the Yolŋu ontology itself 

encourages negotiated reality-making. As ‘the objective world attains reality only through 

the received meanings which, through negotiation, we choose to foreground the pattern of 

our relatedness’ (Christie, 1994, p. 33), there is, therefore, ‘no split between language and 

materiality. Talking, singing, crying, dancing, and painting all actively participate in the 

creation of new worlds as they have always done since the ancestors first talked, sang and 

danced the world into existence’ (Christie, 2005, p. 64). Thus, the Yolŋu cosmology could 

potentially be characterized as a form of nominalism16, as it is the fundamental ‘concepts 

themselves which can be strategically un-clotted and re-clotted in material-semiotic terms 

given that the right circumstances pertain’ (Verran & Christie, 2011, p. 12).  

Clearly, this entire area is both profound and complex and worthy of far more consideration 

than can be afforded in this chapter. However, in summary form, the implication for present 

purposes, is that the Yolŋu ‘bothways’ theology is best understood as a form of religious 

syncretism, expressly encouraged by early Methodist missionaries. Under this construction, 

‘bothways’ theology only selects portions of the Christian faith to incorporate and/or does 

not integrate Christianity into a system of coherent beliefs, but permits contradictions and 

conflicting narratives to co-exist due to the inherent nature of the Yolŋu cosmology and 

ontological understandings. In short, ‘bothways’ is really a misnomer as the fundamental 

                                                             
16 In the sense of a rejection of any universals; ‘from this point of view there is no such thing as ‘cross-cultural 
knowledge production’ or a ‘both ways philosophical dialogue’, except what variously counts as such’ (Verran 
and Christie, 2011, p. 13). 
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nature of the Yolŋu cosmos retains authority, spiritual power and ascendancy in the 

metaphysical realm and over normative behaviours. 

Contextualisation? 

The alternative interpretation is that the various public movements and the development of 

the Yolŋu ‘bothways’ theology is, instead, a complex example of culturally appropriate 

contextualisation of Christianity in a localised Indigenous setting. Similar to the difficulty in 

defining syncretism, the term contextualisation has been applied to a range of systems and 

techniques in various missiological settings. Space does not permit a thorough discussion of 

the evolution in missiological theorizing over the last few decades, nor the nuanced 

differences between ‘critical contextualization’ (Hiebert, 1984, 1987), ‘local theologies’ 

(Schreiter, 1985), ‘critical realism’ (Hiebert, 1999), ‘culture-conscious-cross-cultural 

theologizing’ (Kraft, 2005), the impact of relevance theory in moving ‘beyond 

contextualization’ (Shaw, 2010), ‘counteractive syncretism’ (Twiss, 2015), ‘critical 

syncretism’ (Roxborough, 2016), and numerous other variations . Furthermore, there are 

always deeper layers to consider, for ‘what you think about a missiological issue depends so 

much on a series of prior theological decisions and commitments’17 (Williams, 2019). 

However, considering the Methodist heritage involved, we will rely on the helpful work 

from Moreau (2012) which maps the most common evangelical models of contextualisation. 

As a starting point, he defines contextualisation as: 

The process whereby Christians adapt the forms, content, and praxis of the Christian 

faith so as to communicate it to the minds and hearts of the people with other 

                                                             
17 A recent example in the Northern Territory context of such a dynamic is the ‘God’s Dreaming’ resource. The 
limited scope for contextualisation proffered is shaped by a particular interpretation of the Tower of Babel 
narrative. See http://www.godsdreaming.org/  
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cultural backgrounds… to make the Christian faith as a whole- not only the message 

but also the means of living out of our faith in the local setting- understandable 

(Moreau, 2005, p. 323). 

From an evangelical perspective, the nexus of the issue concerns whether this adaptation in 

the forms, content and praxis of Christianity remains compatible with the universal truths 

expressed in Scripture- albeit understood in and from their own biblical-cultural contexts. It 

is our contention that the development of Yolŋu ‘bothways’ theology is, indeed, a model of 

such (critical) contextualisation and we now offer a brief apologia for this position with 

particular reference to the arguments concerning syncretism outlined above. 

Firstly, the analysis that ‘bothways’ theology entails both spiritual systems, but separated 

and utilized selectively in distinct domains would appear to contravene the expressed 

intention of the two, significant Yolŋu movements. From a ‘plain meaning’ interpretation of 

the texts (both visual and oral), the clear purpose of the Memorial was to integrate the 

cross as the symbol of Christianity within the established raŋga display. Similarly, the 

Yirrkala panels sought to bring the creation narratives within the sacred space of the church 

itself. That is, the ‘bothways’ movements were an attempt at a new synthesis. After all, 

belief in both systems separately was already possible and did not require any of these 

displays. As Baṯaŋga claimed: ‘If we had taken both ways and thought of them separately we 

would have become confused’18.  A supporting analogy for this position can be made from 

the ‘Bothways’ educational philosophy which developed from the late 1980s. The images of 

garma, gaṉma and many others (Marika-Mununggiritj & Christie, 1995) elucidated a 

                                                             
18 Of course, bringing them together did not mean all confusion dissipated. As Burrumarra claimed decades 
later: ‘I believe in both ways, the traditional and the Christian life, but we have so many questions. That’s why 
we talk and discuss meanings. We search for the purpose of life in our history and in the land itself. And now 
we have the Bible as well’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 77). 
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negotiated educational philosophy and system, appropriate to the specific context. In 

particular, the gaṉma metaphor, where the fresh water and salt water meet at the water 

hole, brings the co-existence, intermingling interface notion to the fore (Marika, 1999). In 

fact, some Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ educators explicitly rejected the proposed, alternative ‘domain 

separation’ (Harris, 1990) application as a model for ‘two-way’ schooling (McConvell, 1994).  

However, at the other end of the spectrum, the notion that the Yolŋu cosmology/ontology 

is best understood as a form of nominalism or religious pluralism overstates the case. For 

such a position to be substantiated, a history of uncritically accepting other religious 

systems would need to be demonstrated. On the contrary, there is significant evidence from 

the complex history of contact between Yolŋu and earlier sea-faring visitors (most notably 

the ‘Macassans’) of a far more complicated and nuanced process of partial integration. 

Anthropological research concerning the enigmatic ancestral beings of Birrinydji, Bayini, and 

Walitha’walitha, the Wurrumu ceremonies and key objects such as flags, masts and anchors 

establishes an ‘essential ambiguity of the stories about… the 'Macassan' past (and) allows 

for a diverse number of possible interpretations’ (McIntosh, 1996b, p. 243). Nevertheless, 

the clear tensions and wrestling with past trajectories and histories, exemplified in the life 

and thinking of Warramiri Elder Burrumarra, is itself significant evidence that Yolŋu (possibly 

the Warramiri clan in particular) seek a coherent, even if not dogmatically asserted, 

cosmological framework. Choices have been made, meanings have evolved and practices 

adapted, re-interpreted and, at times, discarded19. Even in 21st century contexts, there can 

be robust disagreements over elements of funeral practices which incorporate ‘Macassan’ 

Islamic motifs. Overall, this is an area worthy of considerably more research, but it is clearly 

                                                             
19 Extensive work has been undertaken in this fascinating area by McIntosh (1996, 1996c, 1997, 2015). 
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not a tradition of unfettered religious pluralism, but of complex and evolving patterns of 

adaption and adoption. Furthermore, from the inverse side of this issue, from the positive, 

‘creative’ perspective, significant publications by Rev. Djiṉiyiṉi Goṉḏarra explicitly synthesise 

Christian beliefs concerning creation and spiritual power with existing Yolŋu narratives, as 

the basis of an emerging Yolŋu theology (Gondarra, 1986, 1987, 1988)20. His best known 

treatise Father, you gave us the Dreaming outlined a systematic, discerning dynamic: 

We believe that the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob is also the God of our 

forefathers. In Him we have survived and maintained our true Aboriginal spirituality 

through our religious ceremonies and social life. We are prepared to throw away any 

wrong interpretation of the creator spirit which the Holy Spirit now reveals to us. We 

are trying to help our people understand that it was the God of the Bible who was 

effective in Aboriginal history and dreaming. We believe that some of the Aboriginal 

ceremonies and rituals are not God given gifts to the Aboriginal race. It has come to 

us through the fall of mankind who became disobedient to God’s purpose and plan 

for all His creation (Gondarra, 1988, p. 8). 

Goṉḏarra also addresses key concepts of totemism and sacred land; ‘that ‘totems’ are not 

idols as the Bible defines them and that both totems and sacred sites serve to retain the law 

in a way analogous to that of the ark of the covenant’ (Gondarra, 1988, p. 8). Indeed, Yolŋu 

Christians have certainly not forsaken their ontological relationships with aspects of 

creation. Therefore, there are multiple, co-existing ontologies at play when Yolŋu Christians 

claim to be both a child of God and a certain animal or plant life. Or, as McIntosh recorded, 

                                                             
20 Other significant Yolŋu leaders have expressed similar ideas to Goṉḏarra in various recorded sermons and 
Uniting Church publications, for example Garrawurra (1982). Common features are that God has always been 
active in Yolŋu history and culture, establishing links and forerunners (‘redemptive analogies’) foreshadowing 
the gospel that the missionaries brought, and that ancestral figures such as Lany’tjun and Djaŋka’wu are akin 
to Old Testament prophets. 
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‘one minute Burrumarra may speak of certain sacred sites which he says represent ‘life in 

this world’, and at the next moment he will say how Jesus is ‘the way, the truth and the life’ 

(McIntosh, 1994, p. 128). However, such a multiple ontological positioning is not, in fact, 

inconsistent with Christian teaching. Central beliefs in the Trinity (a multiple Godhead- 

Father, Son and Holy Spirt as three, yet one), and the Apostle Paul’s insistence on believers’ 

identity ‘in Christ’ involving both spatial and temporal dualities, are vital examples of co-

existing realities. The western, rationalistic ontology finds such concepts difficult to grasp, 

but they are certainly mainstream evangelical beliefs21. Significantly, Goṉḏarra’s call for 

discernment bears striking resemblance to Webb’s early exhortation to balanda Methodist 

missionaries, as quoted above, and Hiebert’s (1984) formation of critical contextualisation. 

Specifically, regarding Indigenous ceremonies and rituals Goṉḏarra implies an integration of 

belief systems, but one which has scriptural truth as paramount; ‘(as we) address ourselves 

to such issues as traditional world views, the reality of spiritual powers, and 

denominationalism within the churches… (we) hold fast to the authority and inspiration of 

the Holy Scriptures and to basic holistic-evangelical convictions’ (Gondarra, 1986, p. 20). The 

outworking of this is a daily reality, and Goṉḏarra acknowledges that only with honesty and 

some pain (as old habits and customs are challenged) will there be growth, a dynamic 

similar to that of the early New Testament churches (Gondarra, 1996). Indeed, Yolŋu have 

been living out this tension for many years in various, specific scenarios, but just one 

significant story22 from Galiwin’ku, in 1973, must serve to tell the bigger tale: 

                                                             
21 See Ephesians 2:6-7, Colossians 3:1-4. In fact, this whole area of multiple ontologies is a vitally important one 
and could be considered an example of the classic ‘excluded middle’ (Hiebert, 1982) in the Australian 
Indigenous context. 
22 Even though it occurred a number of years prior, Blacket (Khesed, 2015) highlights this episode as one of the 
key precursors to the 1979 Revival, as discussed below. 
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A young man had died the previous day… who was the culprit? Why had they caused 

the death of that fine young man? What evil spirits had been involved?...the (old) 

men brought their dillybags… (with) sacred stones that would cause death to any 

unauthorised person who dared to touch them. Those stones had been rolled out of 

the dilly bags in front of each person as proof of their willingness to disclose all they 

knew. Djiniyini had joined the meeting long before the church service was over. He 

had said: “It is not right to assume that the death was caused by evil spirits directed 

by some of the people present here. The boy died from the sickness explained by the 

clinic sister. Those stones have nothing to do with it and have no power. Just put 

them back in your dilly bag”… he went right round the circle, missing no one, 

touching every one of those deadly stones and returning them to the dillybags they 

came from… “I will not die from touching these stones and the cause of the sickness 

and death of the young man has nothing to do with evil spirits… you come to church 

next week. That’s when it is my turn to preach. Just wait and see!” (Vander-Wal, 

1999, p. 154).  

And next Sunday, there was Djiṉiyiṉi, alive and well, proclaiming Jesus’ invitation: ‘Come to 

me all you who are heavy laden, and I will give you rest’! Clearly, not all Yolŋu Christians 

would have handled this scenario in the same direct fashion, and there certainly does still 

exist a strong understanding that there are evil spirits which impact on daily life and 

sicknesses. However, the pertinent issue is not that this was the ‘correct’ response, rather, 

the fact that this kind of action be undertaken even in some circumstances is to highlight 

the spiritual discernment process involved, which is consistent with contextualised belief, 

not indiscriminate syncretism. Undoubtedly, there is a diversity within Yolŋu Christian 

congregations of hermeneutical practices in relation to the Scriptures, and Magowan 
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concludes that they tend ‘either towards theocentric analogies between Old Testament 

practices and the ancestral law; or towards a more Christocentric faith, often centred on 

overcoming the fear of spiritual power in ancestral places’ (Magowan, 2003, p. 309). An 

associated diversity of responses to difficult issues such as ancestral powers and spiritual 

forces is therefore present. Nevertheless, a consistent application of discerning patterns 

through Scriptures, from all groups, in their own timing, remains clear. Indeed, Shaw’s 

recent elucidation of hybridity (as discussed below) is an apt summary of Yolŋu evolving 

practices over the last decades; as Indigenous people grapple with ‘what God is saying to 

them, and, out of that perception, recognize that their reality needs adjustment… the result 

brings gradual transformation that conforms to God’s invitation to be one in Christ in the 

power and presence of the Holy Spirit’ (Shaw, 2018b). In fact, Goṉḏarra referred to the 

Yolŋu theology as biblical, spiritual and prophetic, and explicitly in terms of 

contextualisation: 

‘Contextualization! I believe the Aboriginal Church principle is very important for the 

communication of the gospel…it must be a Church that organises herself in her own 

context in structure, tradition, style and theology which is our own’ (Gondarra, 1986, 

p. 15).  

The last section of this quote is particularly significant as, thus far, we have only discussed 

the ‘bothways’ theology, or content of belief. However, Goṉḏarra’s insistence on an 

Indigenous Christian structure, tradition and style links us back to Moreau’s definition of 

contextualisation, which included content, but also highlighted forms and praxis elements. 

For this consideration, the outstanding example and model for contextualisation is the 

Thanksgiving ‘second’ revival; the charismatic (in both senses of the term) movement that 

began at Galiwin’ku in 1979 and spread throughout many Indigenous communities. As with 
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the ‘Memorial’ decades prior, this ‘Movement’ has been analysed at length from 

sociological (Bos, 1998, Slotte, 1997), anthropological (Berndt & Berndt, 1980, Keen, 1994) 

and missiological/revival (Blacket, 1997, Khesed, 2015) perspectives. Magowan utilised the 

language of ‘slippage’ or ‘rupture’, linking both ‘revivals’ as times when ‘different domains 

of Yolngu and Euro-Australian meaning have come into competition with one another over 

symbolic capital, or when new economic or political structures have influenced local belief 

and sentiment’ (Magowan, 2003, p. 297). However, unlike the Memorial, the ‘Thanksgiving’ 

revival directly involved a significant percentage of the Galiwin’ku population and had clear 

holistic benefits in other areas of community life and social capital such as health, 

employment and engagement with balanda government systems (Bos, 1988, Blacket, 1997). 

In this sense, ‘awakening’ may be the more appropriate term. There is significant analysis 

that could be undertaken concerning the revival years, but in terms of this current chapter, 

the crucial considerations are the contextualising elements in the forms and praxis of 

Christian expression that emerged. In particular, the new form of nightly, geographically 

revolving fellowship meetings was the centrepiece. Bos highlighted four ‘phases’ of these 

fellowship meetings, noting this ‘main form of ritual expression of the Movement has 

entailed an adaptation of Christian ceremony to conform more closely to other forms of 

Yolŋu ceremony’ (Bos, 1988, p. 311). Whereas, Rudder articulated only three phases, and 

emphasises the larger symmetry with life-long cycles of maturation; ‘there is an almost 

exactly analogous structure in the qualities of these three stages and in the three major 

stages of transformation through which the Yolŋu progress in the passage through life’ 

(Rudder, 1993, p. 73). Magowan particularly analysed the musical innovations, noting ‘a 

style of worship that reflected Yolngu culture in organisation of fellowship meetings and in 

its unique style of musical compositions and performance’ (Magowan, 1999, p. 17). While 
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Keen positioned the movement within the longer, historical process of the challenge 

Christianity presented to ‘inside’ sacred reality and the move towards inclusiveness and 

harmony; ‘the Christian Revival employed symbols that were universalistic but chosen in an 

attempt to integrate whites and to extend a degree of control over their actions, by finding 

a common moral order. This moral order differed from the one associated with traditional 

ceremonies, especially in the stress on peace and forgiveness’ (Keen, 1994, p. 287). As well 

as the central fellowship meetings, other examples of contextualisation in the forms and 

practice of Christianity emerged in relation to the Thanksgiving revival. Bos’ thesis, in 

particular, described a number of integrations, including the symbolism conveyed in the 

Uniting Aboriginal and Islander Christian Congress logo, and re-worked Christian 

ceremonies, particularly as ‘baptism has its parallel in the Bukuḻup ceremony and the 

eucharist in the morturary feast’ (Bos, 1988, p. 311)23. 

Lastly, in terms of authentic contextualisation, it is instructive to note adaptations flowing in 

the other direction. That is, the stories and scenarios presented thus far have concentrated 

on how the Yolŋu cosmology and traditions have been integrated into Christian beliefs and 

practices, but there have also been significant examples of the reciprocal process; of 

Christian beliefs and symbols being integrated back into traditional practices. One specific 

example concerns McIntosh analysing the Warramiri/Wangurri staging of the Ŋärra 

ceremony in the early 1990s and the integration of prayer after some stages of the 

song/dance cycle: 

the message was that for some Warramiri and Wangurri clan members, there could 

no longer be any mention of the heritage of Lany’tjun without reference to 

                                                             
23 Also see Bos (1983), which briefly considered hybrid confirmation and ordination ceremonies as ‘Christ-
centred syncretism…(which) may in fact be more authentically Christian than imported forms’ (1983, p. 7). 
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Christianity. Yolngu were first and foremost Christians, but their identity as 

Aborigines was inextricably linked to their clan and family history (McIntosh, 1996b, 

p. 283). 

More extensively, Magowan spent significant time analysing Yolŋu women’s ‘crying-songs’ 

(milkarri) and the integration of Christian symbols and lyrics into new iterations of these 

performances. This innovation appears to have been initiated by Burrminy in 1981; after 

residing in a trance-like state for the majority of a week, he emerged with a unique 

composition: ‘Christ’s death and resurrection were sung by a male soloist to the 

Djambarrpuyngu tune unaccompanied by clapsticks or didjeridu, reflecting the crying-song 

style usually reserved for women’ (Magowan, 1999, p. 19).  Thus, in a similar vein to the 

earlier ‘Memorial’, fundamental inside/outside sacred knowledge issues and connected 

gender boundaries were challenged, although, unlike the ‘Memorial’, and undoubtedly 

influenced by the second revival atmosphere, it was ‘considered to be a revelatory message 

rather than a deliberate political statement’ (Magowan, 1999, p. 19). Burrminy’s song was 

somewhat of an ‘enigma to the majority of Yolngu… because of its song-style and its 

unreserved use of ancestral names of the spear, water and blood’ (Magowan, 1999, p. 24), 

but clearly opened up a path for women to compose new Christian songs as ŋäthi 

rur’maranhawuy (‘uplifting cries’), rather than crying-songs24.  Magowan also rightly pointed 

out that another vital area for authentic contextualisation concerns spiritual power as ‘the 

relationship between fear of the Devil through sorcery and the power of Jesus is at the heart 

of Yolngu issues between culture and the Gospel’ (Magowan, 2003, p. 302). Pertinently, the 

Christian message of hope and joy has been infused into traditional routines of bodily 

                                                             
24 Again, the issue can divide Yolŋu Christians, some remain ‘uneasy with basing worship on the meanings of 
the Ancestral Law because of its implications of restriction, exclusion and difference, (and) only experiment 
with the melody, rhythm, tempo and pitch of vocal and instrumental forms’ (Magowan, 1999, p. 30). 
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feeling; ‘Yolngu have developed a wide range of performance through which they dance out 

their faith to counter feelings of doubt and fear’ (Magowan, 2005, p. 172).  

To summarize, as opposed to the label of syncretism, there is extensive and detailed 

evidence of critical contextualisation in the development of the forms, content and praxis of 

Yolŋu Christianity. 

  

Hybridity?  

As mentioned above, the definition and scope of contextualisation has been steadily 

evolving over the last few decades and the term itself (like syncretism before it), has begun 

to be eschewed due to the pejorative connotations (Roxborogh, 2016). For our purposes, a 

most relevant consideration is the recent elucidation of hybridity as a missiological model, 

as it bears considerable symmetry with the Yolŋu ‘bothways’ approach. Stemming from the 

biological antecedents of the term and post-colonial, intercultural usage, the hybridity 

model highlights the notion that ‘both the messenger and the recipient change as a result of 

understanding God’s presence in a context where both are aware of their perceptions. 

When the two interrelate, however, a new expression emerges, and each learns from the 

other’ (Shaw, 2018, p. 9). Some have critiqued the adoption of the term itself as ‘hybridity, 

within postcolonial discourse, is rooted in skeptical, anti-metanarrative ideology, not in the 

Christian Scripture. If hybridity is to express Biblical mission strategy and not lead to 

syncretism, it cannot retain its postmodern baggage’ (Adair, 2017, p. 350). Shaw himself 

appears ambivalent: ‘labeling always reflects the environment that espouses the ideas… 

(hybridity) represents a process of attempting to move beyond syncretism. I leave it to 

others to go beyond hybridity’ (Shaw, 2018, p. 18). Nevertheless, the concepts rather than 

the terminology itself is of most interest, and the reciprocal nature of the ‘dynamic 
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transformation’ of hybridity is built upon two key principles. Firstly, from psychological 

developments in cognitive balance and relevance theory; ‘relationship is always a two-way 

street; local people come to see things from a different perspective as do message bearers; 

everyone comes away changed’ (Shaw, 2010, p. 212). Secondly, and most importantly, from 

the ‘prior theological commitment’ to take the implications of incarnation/God’s 

immanence perspective seriously; ‘this presence of God in each and every embodiment of 

culture, in turn, gives others an opportunity to gain new insight about God and spirituality’ 

(Shaw, 2018, p. 9). In following Hiebert’s lead, critical discernment from Scriptural truth, 

remains the key; ‘the critique comes from God’s purpose in any socioreligious context- from 

above, not from below’ (Shaw, 2018, p. 9). However, this discernment process will lead both 

groups/cultures into (re)consideration of beliefs and practices. For Indigenous Christians this 

will often be a ‘story of how (they are) slowly reclaiming (their) own sense of tribal identity… 

through decolonisation and retraditionalization- and becoming an Indigenous expression of 

the Christian tradition’ (Twiss, 2015, p. 53), as ‘they adjust their traditional assumptions and 

redirect their religious experience toward the creator’s intention’ (Shaw, 2018b). And for 

the ‘message bearers’, the process of contributing to the hybridity process is of reciprocal 

benefit. Especially those from a western, positivist background may experience real growth 

in their understanding of Scriptures, as cultures ‘in the non-Western world tend to follow 

the Hebrew perspective’ (Shaw, 2018b).  

It is our contention that the Yolŋu ‘bothways’ approach aligns very well with the hybridity 

model. Firstly, as we have mentioned, the Methodist missiology certainly matched the 

dynamic transformation theory. Ellemor reflected that the prevailing philosophy from the 

1930s was to ‘take seriously the basic doctrines of Creation and Providence- that God made 

all men in His image and likeness… that God has exercised His care and guidance over the 
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Aborigines as they have developed their religious understanding and experience, down 

through the long centuries’ (Ellemor, 1981, p. 257). We have already seen how Goṉḏarra’s 

works also explicitly rely on such a foundation. Furthermore, there were consistent 

attempts to re-orient the Methodist/Uniting Church ‘message bearers’ into co-disciples. 

McKenzie’s simple but stunning piece on ‘split-level Christianity’ (prefiguring Hiebert’s 

‘excluded middle’), encouraged ‘dialogue as remedy’:  

What we need to do is find new models which will take account of the meaning of 

both cultures… the white worker must find ways of becoming a participating Disciple 

in helping the Aboriginal person, and his community, find the social context in which 

it is possible for them to find a true expression of faith (McKenzie, 1974, p. 2).  

Likewise, the influential Uniting Church Free to Decide report was a significant reflection on 

the future of holistic, liberation gospel/community development, and argued specifically 

that the church should: ‘venture in fellowship with Aboriginal people and communities so 

that the gulfs of culture, colour, race and power may be bridged as we learn from each 

other and lift one another up in “hand by hand”25 brotherhood’ (Clarke, 1974, p. 90). More 

recently, in considering ‘retraditionalisation’ in the Yolŋu context, the work undertaken by 

Magowan in reference to crying-songs (as mentioned above) is most apt. Using very similar 

terminology, but prior to the hybridity movement, she labelled the process ‘resacralising’:  

The sacred qualities given to the world and everything in it, which were originally 

imparted by the Ancestral Law and expressed in song, continue to be resacralised by 

Yolngu Christians in order to rework agreed truths and to reshape their religious 

                                                             
25 The ‘hand by hand’ expression came from Burrumarra, reinforcing the reciprocal dynamic: ‘his metaphor 
envisaged ‘Yolngu ga Balanda’, climbing together, first one in the lead with their hand extended to help- then 
the other in the lead’ (Clarke, 2010, p. 201). 
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heritage as they encounter additional revelations through Christianity (Magowan, 

1999, p. 33). 

To further demonstrate the broad principle, Magowan analysed the emerging ‘bodies of 

feeling’ and the ‘power of place’, employing the term ‘synchronicity’ in contrast to 

syncretism. She defined ‘synchronicity to mean the ways in which knowledge and feelings of 

ancestral embodiment and Christian revelation come to be experienced simultaneously as a 

cohesive internal state’ (Magowan, 2001, p. 276). Of particular interest in relation to the 

hybridity approach emphasis on emerging new Christian forms, is her analysis of the 

frequent dreams/visions shared during fellowship meetings and the iconography of 

Scripture-In-Use posters, which integrate scriptural passages with ancestral aesthetics as 

another form of retraditionalisation. Most significantly, she argued that: 

these moves have occurred as a result of synchronous visions of culture that redeem 

ancestral and Christian beliefs simultaneously… partially from a Yolngu sense of 

alienation, dispossession, disempowerment and subjugation of their own 

engagement with the dominant culture… (restoring) the ancestral world to its 

original spiritual state before its desecration by the materialism to which it has 

succumbed (Magowan, 2001, p. 285).  

Overall, in line with the hybridity model of the creation of something new out of the two 

disparate ontologies, Magowan concluded that ‘Yolngu Christians have brought the two 

domains together in an embodied simultaneity’ (Magowan, 2005, p. 165).  

Schwartz’s work, also based at Galiwin’ku, built on this perspective, but focussed on ‘how 

indigenized Christian forms of identities and Aboriginality are articulated in everyday life’ 

(Schwartz, 2007, p. 34). In particular, she analysed the kinship relationship system’s impact 

on conflict-resolution. Her conclusions clearly proceeded from a similar hybridity/new 
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synthesis, perspective: ‘through Christian relatedness, kin-relatedness is both reproduced 

and reorganised with what Yolngu understand as Christian ways of relating to others and 

Christian ways of looking after others’ (Schwartz, 2010, p. 66). Schwartz also highlighted a 

number of other areas such as the traditional ‘cultural mediator’ and ‘healer’ roles and their 

recasting in reference to church worker and prayer/sorcery issues, respectively (Schwartz, 

2010b). Even secular employment roles have been redefined through Christian perspectives; 

‘Christianity is understood as creating pathways toward newer productions of selfhood’ 

(Schwartz, 2007, p. 76). It is pertinent to note that Schwartz summarized this process 

utilising distinctly hybridity language; the Yolŋu ‘phenomenon of integrating new forms with 

old ones (which in turn produces new interpretations of both the old and the new)’ 

(Schwartz, 2010, p. 72). 

To conclude this first element, it is apparent that anthropologists working closely with the 

Christian community at Galiwin’ku have developed a range of unique, even idiosyncratic, 

terminology to describe the process of redeeming traditional practices and creation of new 

Christian forms from both old and new sources. The missiological language of hybridity 

would now seem to be ‘catching up’ with this historical process. As such, it is most 

appropriate to highlight one last significant quote from the second revival, from Goṉḏarra: 

God is revealing himself in different forms to particular clans- in terms that are 

important and meaningful to each one. To one group he says: ‘I am Warungul 

power!’ Warungul is a very sharp spear used for spearing people, but Jesus is saying: 

‘I am that, now! It is no longer for spearing a man- that is a two-edged sword for me’ 

(i.e. God’s word). To another, he has been revealing himself as a tongue of fire! That 

is very, very sacred! You cannot speak about that in public, but we have been using 
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that during the revival… we’re talking in the faith of Jesus and saying ‘tongues of fire’ 

is the Holy Spirit- stolen in the ceremony (Blacket, 1997, p. 248). 

Secondly, in terms of the two-way dynamic, of the ‘message bearers’ also being changed 

and challenged by the emergence of new understandings of God and the Scriptures, the 

Thanksgiving Revival is, once again, a prime example. In the first instance, there is the 

famous story of Buthimaŋ’s vision and discovery of the rock ‘map’ which was ‘incredibly like 

the shape of Australia and it helped (Yolŋu) centre their prayers on the whole land and all its 

people’ (Blacket, 1997, p. 131). Thus, there was a clear, evangelistic zeal which accompanied 

the revival as Yolŋu preachers and leaders travelled to a number of other Indigenous 

Northern Territory communities and into Western Australia (Bos, 1988, Blacket, 1987). Key 

songs of the revival spoke of unity as family, but this clearly was envisaged to go beyond the 

Yolŋu conglomerate of clan-nations. Perhaps most importantly, the movement was 

consciously inclusive of balanda, and explicitly challenged mainstream churches to learn of 

the power of the Holy Spirit from the Galiwin’ku awakening: ‘we would like to share these 

experiences in many white churches, where doors are closed for the power of the Holy 

Spirit’ (Gondarra, 1986, p. 10). In a similar vein to the ‘Memorial’, there was also an 

expectation that such genuine Christian unity would help facilitate the negotiation of 

complex issues of land rights and mining: ‘if we are God’s people, why don’t we help each 

other and both act honestly in our struggles because we are not different from (each other) 

in the love of Christ’ (Djawanydjawany, 1982 cited in Bos, 1988, p. 330). There was also an 

emphasis on challenging balanda Christians to learn from their Yolŋu brothers and sisters, 

particularly in the realm of connection to Australian land in a holistic spirituality and in 

resisting a return to slavery through materialism (Gondarra, 1987). Overall, in an intriguing 

irony, it can be argued that ‘the Movement was assimilationist, not in the sense of accepting 
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the values and practices of white society, but in asking white society to accept the values 

and practices of the Movement’ (Bos, 1988, p. 329). One last story, this time from the 

‘Thanksgiving’ weekend, which is celebrated each year in remembrance of the revival, 

symbolizes this element of the hybridity process well. In the 1992 commemoration, which 

was also the fiftieth anniversary of the establishment of the mission at Galiwin’ku, many of 

the former missionaries came back for the celebration. McIntosh’s version of events: 

On the opening Friday night, Djiniyini called for the old missionaries to come forward 

and to pray the way the Aborigines now do, following a charismatic style. Of the 

hundreds of visitors, no-one came forward. On the second night, only Harold 

Shepherdson, the Elcho pioneer and a few others joined in the circle of prayer. On 

the Sunday, the last day of the Revival, the Minister berated the audience, saying, ‘In 

the old days we followed you. We kept our heads down because we were ashamed. 

Now we walk with our heads up and we look at you in the eye and say, “We can be 

brothers and sisters together”. You must pray the way that we do. Come forward’. 

Virtually all the visitors came forward, joining hands with the Aboriginal 

congregation (McIntosh, 1996b, p. 284). 

To conclude our brief history of Yolŋu ‘bothways’ Christian belief and practice, we return to 

the inscription prominently displayed on the original Galiwin’ku Memorial which ushered in 

this era of burgeoning, critical contextualisation and hybridity: ‘This is the law of peace, 

helpful for us all. This law will show us the way to be happy… Batangga has the memory of 

the old way, now we have changed our mind and worship God in heaven’. 
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Gäwa Homeland 

It is now well established that ‘the Arnhem Land missions…made possible the emergence of 

the outstation movement, which is generally believed to have begun much later’ (Berndt & 

Berndt, 1988, p. 46). However, for Yolŋu, ‘homeland’ is certainly a more appropriate label 

than outstation, as homelands are almost always established at yirralka, best defined as 

‘‘home-land-centre’ or maybe ‘land-identity-centre’... set in place even as the creating 

ancestors, the original Yolngu, moved across the land, singing, dancing, crying and talking 

the forms of the knowable world into place, and leaving named groups of Yolngu and plants 

and animals behind on identified estates’ (Christie & Greatorex, 2004, p. 44). At Galiwin’ku, 

in particular, the innovative efforts of long-term Mission Superintendent ‘Bäpa Sheppie’, 

were clearly instrumental in establishing sustainable trading visits to these emerging 

homelands and micro-communities. Anthropologists (Berndt & Berndt, 1988, p. 46; Bos, 

1988, p. 160; Rudder, 1993, p. 4), historians (McKenzie, 1976, p. 175; Edwards & Clarke, 

1988, p. 196; Kadiba, 1998, p. 146, Baker, 2018) and Ella Shepherdson herself (1981, p. 35) 

have all acknowledged this pioneering role. Less well-known is the fact that, from the mid-

1930s, there were missionaries (Chaseling, 1936) who proposed the entire Methodist 

missiological approach align with such a homeland prioritisation, vis-à-vis the Mission 

station model; ‘for an itinerant ministry to enable clans to remain in their own territories 

and for villages to evolve on that basis’ (Edwards & Clarke, 1988, p. 195). Indeed, one of the 

major contributions of Kadiba’s thesis (1998) on the history of the Methodist missions, was 

to demonstrate both from the global context, and even within the national Methodist 

organisation, that the mission station model was being seriously critiqued, even as early as 

the 1930s. General Secretary Burton explicitly warned that the Methodist church was 

‘making a great mistake in founding huge stations and making a permanent foreign 
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organisation’ (Burton, 1935, p. 2). Nevertheless, Kadiba also acknowledged that as the 

homeland movement was pioneered by Sheppie and his vision26, it developed into a crucial 

nexus for the contextualisation of Christian and Yolŋu beliefs: 

The homeland movement to create decentralised communities was a step towards 

freedom from mission and government hegemony, and towards authentic 

contextualisation… decentralising of Christian activities from missionaries and 

mission stations, and the establishment of 'homeland churches' under the leadership 

of Aboriginal Christians. In the scattered communities, Aboriginal congregations 

developed under the people's own initiative… This was in fact self-determination in 

the missiological sense, and in essence contextualisation of Christianity in Aboriginal 

homelands and within their cosmological framework (Kadiba, 1998, p. 147-150). 

The last sentence of this important quote is the most significant, as homelands enabled 

more than just decentralised administrative and pastoral control, they fostered the 

profound, place-based ‘on country’ cosmology of Yolŋu to entwine with Christianity. As 

‘homelands are havens of human-ancestral experience, each infusing the other, affirming a 

nexus of criss-crossing identities: genealogical, cosmological and topographical’ (Magowan, 

2001, p. 280), incorporating Christian belief and practice into this holistic ontology was vital. 

                                                             
26 In fact, Shepherdson pursued his homeland vision with minimal support/approval from the Board. He wrote 
a paper well ahead of its time, noting that ‘to some this may not be reckoned as Mission work…(but) we feel 
that ALL the work must go hand in hand, Bodily and Spiritual needs together’ (quoted in Baker, 2018, p. 224). 
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The story of Gäwa homeland (Figure 16) specifically is beginning to be told to a wider 

audience as Warramiri Elder, Guthadjaka (Gotha) has increasingly engaged with academic 

organisations over the last few decades27. Established after the peak of the homeland 

movement of the 1970s, the practical emerging of Gäwa is certainly an impressive story of 

vision, resilience and self-determination (Harris & Gartland, 2011, Baker, Garŋgulkpuy & 

Guthadjaka, 2014, Nungalinya, 2017). Elsewhere, the ‘on country’ and ‘through country’ 

pedagogies which were fundamental to the move (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019d), and 

the ‘bothways’ philosophy of education regarding language and cultural maintenance that 

was involved (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019b) have been explored. However, there was, 

undoubtedly, also a distinct spiritual imperative. As Christie noted with a clear allusion to 

the Scriptural Exodus narrative; ‘Gotha, after many years teaching at Shepherdson College 

                                                             
27 This culminated in Gotha being awarded an honorary doctorate in education through Charles Darwin 
University and an MBE for services to community development. She was also honoured as the NT Senior 
Australian of the year, all in 2018. 

Figure 16: Gäwa, North East Arnhem Land. 
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on the mission and then the ex-mission at Galiwin’ku, led a return of her people to re-

establish the remote homeland community of Gäwa in the early 1990s’ (Christie, 2010, p. 7). 

And De Donatis situated the move around the stagnation of church structures, vis-à-vis the 

Second Revival practices outlined above:  

‘people living in Gäwa, a home-land on the north of the island, would also perform 

their own Christian ceremonies independently of the church leadership. At the 

centre of these activities were Gutha and her English husband Colin. Such ‘churches‘ 

would consist of a tree shade or of a shelter made of poles and palm leaves and 

lacked bureaucratic organization and funding of any sort… the tendency towards the 

decentralization of Christian practice was fuelled by strong political tensions within 

the community’ (De Donatis, 2010, p. 219).  

However, it was not just Gotha and Colin who shared the vision of Gäwa as a home 

(promised) land dynamic28.  In community research of 2013, Warramiri Elders and Gäwa 

community members (both Yolŋu and balanda) were asked to outline their vision for Gäwa 

Christian School, which had been established in partnership with the Northern Territory 

Christian Schools Association a decade previously. Interestingly, the research questions did 

not raise issues of child development or spirituality; all the following responses emerged 

from the opening, general questions about what people knew of the history of the school 

and about what good, successful ‘education’ might look like at Gäwa. Key responses 

included: 

Go: I told the Government and they discussed it and gave me three options to pick 

from: one teacher school, independent government school, Shepherdson College. But 

                                                             
28 At times, mission settlements are juxtaposed with homelands: ‘heaven is spoken of in terms of living on 
homelands that are reterritorialised as ‘the Promised Land’. In these places, heaven is made terrestrial as 
Christ is claimed for the salvation of self and land’ (Magowan, 2001, p. 283). 
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none of those, I wanted the Christian school. That one was left out. So, we kept 

working and that’s how the Christian Gäwa School started…  

They (Yolŋu) don’t see just one way that is separate, just like that. It can be taught at 

home, or it can be taught at school- the same knowledge. It’s important they learn in 

the heart, not just the mind. If you teach just the mind, it separates you. If you are 

taught how to feel on the inside about your home, people, how to help people, then 

your family will truly grow. 

Gä: It’s up to you to make that change to a Christian school….Your (Gotha’s) idea was 

very good and we support you in that. (Good education is) Work together, both 

helping, the spirit and the mind. Getting wiser, growing up with knowledge. 

Ga: I would want a Christian school, so they could know Jesus’ name. Yes, son. And I 

want to teach everything, English, Yolŋu Matha, culture, everything! So, then the 

students can live well by looking back at all these good things.  

Bu: It’s good to have a Christian school so they can learn ‘Bothways’, but most 

important is to learn about Christ. Through that the kids can see what’s good and 

what’s bad and they can choose. 

Ka: I think that having kids understand who they are, where they come from and 

value that… that are proud of that… that they understand who they are because of 

their relationship back to their homeland and their people. We’re a Christian school- 

so there’s a whole layer there which is intrinsically different… So, first and foremostly 

we’ve got a deep interest in making sure that this student knows and loves the Lord, 

and that everything else in life is built upon that; so that’s the first layer.  
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St: There is that element from a Christian perspective too I think; there’s a sense of 

not in wanting to escape, but creating a unique Christian community here that’s 

different to the Christian community that’s in Galiwin’ku… 

Ma: I understand, especially from a Christian perspective, there are parents who 

want their kids to have a Christian education and not to be influenced by the 

negative things that were obviously in town. And certainly to be on their own 

homeland. Educated here, and hopefully to learn and be strong in their own culture 

and strong in the stewardship of the land that God’s given them. 

M: For me, the main thing is giving them a gospel foundation and I love that, starting 

each day with a ‘word’ with them. And setting that as a foundation for their future, 

for what this school stands for…  

Ta: We’ve often had that ‘balanda culture’, ‘Yolŋu culture’… but we want Christ 

culture. And what does that look like? And that needs thrashing out, that takes hurt, 

that takes… (But) that’s the beautiful thing of this place, that’s what, hopefully, the 

community want and that’s what they wanted initially…working together towards 

that is a wonderful thing to be part of.  

(We’re) privileged enough to be able to see part of that and work with people… who 

have such a rich awareness of their culture and history of that, and yet they love the 

Lord with all their heart and are committed to what this school is about. Stuff like 

that, it’s a very humbling… Gäwa in one word is humbling! 

S: For me, from what I understand and from what I see here…it wasn’t just education, 

it was a whole way of living and being together in community. And then being a 

Christian school as well.  
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C: What is needed is teachers, fortunately, we have such teachers, teachers who are 

willing to learn as well as teach and you can have two-way learning going. A child 

who is functioning as a teacher and valued as a teacher, responds tremendously, 

they’re so enthusiastic about sharing what they know… that’s one of the secrets of 

how things have moved well here, as far as children’s learning pace. The pace at 

which they learn has been strongly influenced by the fact that teachers have had a 

need to accept from them, from the students. 

Despite each of these responses highlighting certain priorities, there is a profound unity 

displayed, a shared vision for how Gäwa and by extension, the school, should function. It is 

our contention that this vision is also a fine example of hybridity. Firstly, there is an explicit 

commitment for the community and school to be identified as distinctly Christian. Gotha 

held out (in faith) until the opportunity arose to partner with a Christian organisation and 

the other Yolŋu Elders express support for this ‘the change to a Christian school’, the desire 

for ‘a Christian school, so they could know Jesus’ name’ and that amidst the many 

complexities of language and culture, ‘most important is to learn about Christ’. Balanda staff 

share this prioritisation, as ‘everything else in life is built upon that; so that’s the first layer’, 

and ‘the main thing is giving them a gospel foundation’. However, what this actually 

amounts to as a Christian learning community is shaped by the Yolŋu epistemology and 

cosmology. The Yolŋu Elders claim knowledge ‘can be taught at home, or it can be taught at 

school- the same knowledge. It’s important they learn in the heart, not just the mind’, of 

‘both helping, the spirit and the mind’ of teaching ‘everything, English, Yolŋu Matha, culture, 

everything!’, so that the students ‘can learn ‘Bothways’’. And it is clear that the balanda 

have caught this vision as they also speak of students growing holistically, of becoming 

‘strong in their own culture and strong in the stewardship of the land that God’s given them’, 
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that ‘they understand who they are because of their relationship back to their homeland and 

their people’, that it is ‘a whole way of living and being together in community’. These are 

significant statements. In view of the prevailing educational milieu, the increasing 

separation of discrete subject areas within the standardized Australian Curriculum and the 

hyper-focus on English literacy and numeracy outcomes, balanda have actually expressed a 

radical commitment to learn from Indigenous priorities and perspectives. This reciprocal 

educational dynamic is also acknowledged in the classroom itself, of ‘teachers who are 

willing to learn as well as teach and you can have two-way learning going’. In her formal 

presentations Gotha has placed considerable emphasis on this two-way dynamic through 

her images of lonydju’yirr (coming side by side) and rrambaŋi marŋgithirr (learning 

together), of the ‘teacher teaching students and students teaching teacher (bala-räli)’ (van 

Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019b, p. 260). Thus, although the balanda teachers are not 

‘message bearers’ in the traditional missionary sense of the term, as ambassadors of the 

good news at Gäwa, they have certainly embraced the hybridity dynamic of two-way 

enrichment. Indeed, there is explicit acknowledgement that it is not Yolŋu culture nor 

balanda culture that is the ultimate aim, but a new (for all people) manifestation of ‘Christ 

culture…(and) working together towards that is a wonderful thing to be part of’. 

Undoubtedly, a critical contextualisation/hybridity vision. 

Gäwa ‘bothways’ narratives 

In this last section, we highlight a number of short narratives or moments from the last 

decade, which further demonstrate the outworking of the hybridity approach at Gäwa. 
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These are presented from the balanda perspective, but we are confident that they have 

been discussed and shared at length with Gäwa Yolŋu and are accurate representations. 

For Ben, the most memorable teaching moment from his two years at Gäwa in 2009-2010 

was the literacy unit undertaken with the older, ‘Damala’ class utilising Gotha’s magnificent 

parable Yuṯa Gonydjuy (The New Wax). In this true-life story, native bees at Galiwin’ku left 

their age-old processes of making wax and honey and started utilizing wet tar from the 

newly laid roads. Elsewhere we have discussed the story in more detail and how it was 

combined with other English allegorical children’s fiction and land-based activities to 

develop a side-by-side ‘lonydju’yirr literacy’ (Figure 17) unit on ‘deeper meanings’ (van 

Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019c). But for present purposes, the startling revelation was the 

conscious use of metaphor and parable to highlight for children, in a very memorable 

fashion, the profound hybridity approach of the Yolŋu ‘bothways’ theological approach. The 

ending section of the story best demonstrates this: 

 

 

 

Figure 17: Crayfish walking side-by-side - Lonydju’yirr (artist unknown) 
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Warramiri English 

Bili yuṯa dädjanal nhäma ga yakan djanaliŋgu 

gumurr-wuṉḏaŋarrma djämawum bayikuyam 

gonydjuy'wum.  

Ga banya djanal barkthu goŋ-dhawar'yum 

djämaŋurum bayiwaḻiyam gukuŋurum ga 

nhäyinyanhan barkthu dhäkayma banya 

bitjumanbuyma guku yalalaŋumiyum?  

Ga nhalpiyanna nyelim yaka birrka'yun?  

Ŋunhuŋ nyeli gukum birrka'yun ṉoka dämim 

bitjumanmim? 

The new tar they saw was easier for them 

to work with. They all got together and 

worked with the bitumen. What do you 

think it tasted like? Have any of you tasted 

the sugarbag made from bitumen? What 

do think?  

Bili Godthu djanaliŋgu gunyan marimi ŋuwakurru 

gonydjuy' djämawu, mädjanal ŋarru djäma 

ŋamaŋamayun djanaliŋguway djanal ŋayi, ga guku 

ga waripu malany ŋuwatjuman bayiŋuya 

gonydjuy'yu.  

Ga gukum ŋarru marimin latjun dhäkayma.  

Ga bilanyaya bili nhawun Godthu gunyan ŋalmaliŋgu 

ŋuwakurru rom. Mäŋalma ŋarru djäma nyena, ga 

garryunmi ŋunhuŋ nhäwu ŋuwakurruwu romgu.  

Ŋalma ŋarru bukmak buku-manapanmi ga 

waŋganydji nyena waŋgany mala ga yaka buku-

gänaŋ'dji. Ŋalma yaka bitjan nhawun banya guku 

ḏawurr malany. Banya djanal yaka mulkuruyun 

romdhun nyena djinaŋ bala. 

God already gave them everything that is 

good, they only had to look around hard 

and use their own skills for making the 

sugar-bag, using the natural wax from the 

flowers that blossom in the bush. Take 

care of this way well and the sugar-bag 

that comes from the bush will be sweet 

and beautiful to taste. 

In the same way God already gave us a 

good law to live by and built a foundation 

for our identity. In this way we can come 

together and live as one people. Not out 

by ourselves, chasing our own ideas. Let us 

not be like the honey bees. These days 
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many people are very excited and 

influenced by new ideas and laws coming 

into our lives. 

Ga nyäkuḻim banya bitjanna maḻŋ'thun gam.  

Bili djinaŋum bala ŋalma yaka marimin goŋmiyi ga 

nyäku'yunmi yuṯawun ga mulkuruwun romgu, 

bilanya nhawun guku ḏawurr malany. Bawalamiwun 

ŋalma yaka malthunma mulkuruwun romgu. 

 Ga yaka djuwanma ŋuwakurru ŋalmaliŋguru 

yumurrku'wu. Ŋalma ḏitjunna balayan 

ŋaliŋguwaywuḻi djukaḻi ga romḻi, banya nhäyiny 

djanaliŋgu ŋaḻapaḻmiwu rom. Nhalpiyan djanal yakan 

nyenan ŋarrin ŋoy-gurrum'thu ga mägayayu 

romdhu. Ga bilin djaŋu dhawar'yuwannan. 

To me it appears that today we are so 

happy holding on to new ways, but already 

they have brought lots of confusion, and 

we are very frustrated in this difficult 

position between old and new. It is not 

good for us and our children. Let us go 

back to our ancient paths and follow our 

ancestor's footsteps and work with peace 

and joy. 

This is the end of the story about the bees. 

Yow, Garrayma yaka garryun nhumaliŋgu bitjan, 

bayyiguya warrawu banyaya nyeli nhanguway 

yolŋu'-yulŋu warra.  

Nhäŋa ŋarriya rangaŋ bayikuyam banya djukawum 

dhunupawum, dhäwirrkayunmiya ŋarriya.  

Ŋala djika djuka ŋuwakurrum wal'ŋu. Banyayam 

banya nhan Garrayu nyipan ŋätjil? 

 Ŋarriya bayiyiwitja bili djukamurru mänhunu ŋarru 

nyena yaka ŋayaŋum wurrkurrumŋan romŋa. 

Jesus says to you people who belong to 

him: 

‘Stand at the crossroad and look; ask for 

the ancient paths, ask where the good way 

is, and walk in it. Then you will find rest for 

your souls’. 

Jeremiah 6:16 

 

Even at first reading, it is clear that a fascinating relationship between the ‘new’ and ‘old’ 

ways is presented in Yuṯa Gonydjuy (The New Wax). At one level, the main message of the 
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parable is that Yolŋu should be wary of the influence of new ways, which will bring 

confusion and poor outcomes. A return to the ancient ways is certainly advocated. 

However, the rationale for this approach comes explicitly from the Christian Scriptures and 

is due to the fact that God had, long ago, supplied the ‘good law to live by and built a 

foundation for our identity’. Furthermore, the publishing of the story itself, as both written 

text and in digitalised form (back in 1998), incorporating both Warramiri and English, is also 

testimony to the fact that not all ‘new’ ways are intrinsically bad, at all. Hybridity! 

Even more significantly, for Ben, the reading and teaching of Yuṯa Gonydjuy (The New Wax), 

became a clarifying moment to realise how much extended metaphor and allegorical linking 

was taking place all around him at Gäwa. When he started to have ears to hear, he began to 

notice how much everyday conversation and sharing was composed of metaphor, often 

linked with Scriptural passages, motifs and themes. Certainly, Gotha herself has a real gift in 

presenting memorable allegories, and in her work with Charles Darwin University has 

delivered a number of other extended metaphors/images to explain intercultural and 

conflict resolution philosophies (Guthadjaka, 2015, 2018, 2018b). However, metaphoric 

linkages and image connections are a common occurrence at Gäwa. Certainly, a typical 

fellowship Sunday morning ‘service’ involved extensive, unstructured sharing from anyone 

and everyone, as people would bring a song, a Scripture reading, a reflection on recent 

events or seasonal, land-based happenings. Inevitably, the threads of these sharings would 

be brought together and linked metaphorically with the Scriptures themselves. This was not 

always an easy process for balanda evangelical Christians, being used to structured services, 

formal preaching and a certain exegetical style. However, it was still within the bounds of 

evangelical hermeneutics as the Scriptures were not used to simply justify other opinions 

through metaphor, nor were traditional narratives and land-based learnings held up on an 
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equal level with the Scriptures as sources of authority29. Rather, it was a further outworking 

of the hybridity dynamic. That is, if God had truly been at work in Yolŋu culture throughout 

time, it is to be expected that not just ‘redemptive’ analogies, but many further links were 

possible and could be revealed to believers through His Spirit. Furthermore, in a typical 

fellowship gathering, the lines often blurred between what (to balanda) was a church 

service, a school debrief meeting and a group mediation session. It was holistic in the truest 

possible fashion, and, at times, quite confronting! Thus, although the second revival pattern 

was a key influence, the development of Christian fellowship in the local Gäwa context was 

new and evolving; all parties brought their gifts and approaches. However, the Yolŋu 

emphases on holistic, communal living, of heart and mind learning together, of negotiated 

consenus and conflict resolution, and of seeking links between traditional narratives and 

land and the Scriptures were always foregrounded.  

* 

For Karen30, working in the Gäwa environment as school principal (2012-2016) was a rich, 

new context compared to her previous experiences in Christian education. The interplay 

between traditional language and cultural knowledge, biblical perspectives and the 

mainstream curriculum created a unique environment in keeping with the aspirations of the 

founding Elders. The Gäwa Elders stated unequivocally: “God has chosen this place [Gäwa] 

for His people” (NT Christian Schools, 2017). In formulating the school vision and mission, 

they incorporated both their desire for children to grow in the ways of the Lord and for 

                                                             
29 To be contrasted with Carrington’s approach at Nungalinya in the 1980s, whereby ‘the method is to 
compare cultural stories with biblical stories to allow flashes of insight to pass between them…(as) moralising, 
pointing to exemplary figures, or drawing out certain principles will not suffice. The only methodology that 
comes near to conveying the original impact and authenticity is to work creatively with another story or 
symbol that produces a comparable dynamic’ (Carrington, 1987, p. 264, 270). 
30 This section was written by Karen Fletcher. 
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them to appreciate and grow in their rich cultural heritage (NT Christian Schools, 2018). This 

was also expressed in Gotha’s vision for education: 

You see there are two layers, one inside, and one outside. They will learn the outside 

story, and they will learn the inside one too, through the metaphor, its kinship and 

stories. Not just for the head, but for the inner being, the spirit and for good faith, if 

he gets it, the inside and outside will truly come together and help each other 

through the perspective of kinship (Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 27). 

This inside/outside connection has many parallels with the transformative model of 

Christian education, where the student develops “a God-given meaning and structure of the 

world, and their place and purpose in it” (NICE, 2015), resulting in responsive discipleship. 

To Karen, the cultural context and the biblical context were not disparate from each other. 

On the contrary, there was a new framework of understanding available here which 

incorporated both—a Christ culture. Incorporating a biblically informed worldview with a 

culturally informed one was the key to realising the Elder’s vision for the school (Fowler, 

2019). 

In response, a ‘metanarrative’ approach was implemented at the school in 2013 (NT 

Christian Schools, 2013) to introduce a scriptural big story overview for school life. Enabling 

students to understand who they are in the light of God's truth was imperative—we are all 

created in His image and sustained by Him (Colossians 1:16-18). The metanarrative had four 

key stages—God loves me, and I am his person; Living in God’s place; Living under God’s 

authority; Doing justice, Loving mercy, Walking humbly. It enabled the curriculum to be 

developed in a way that acknowledged God as the author and sustainer of all things and to 

unpack his plan to redeem his creation back to himself through the saving works of Jesus. 

Each term, a stage of the metanarrative cycle was explored as it was incorporated into 



218 
 

aspects of school life from curriculum studies to staff and student devotions to weekly 

assembly gatherings. It was a deliberate attempt to support the Elders’ vision that students, 

and the community at large, shared a strong, holistic understanding of God’s rich story and 

their place in it. 

God loves me, and I am His person and Living under God’s authority - Gurruṯu and Belonging 

Gäwa homeland is a unique environment where balanda families are welcomed into the 

small Yolŋu community through adoption under the Yolŋu kinship system. This deeply 

significant connection links them intrinsically with everyone in the community and defines 

the way that relationships work between all community members. While this kinship 

connection is a cultural one, it is also inseparable from the spiritual connection that exists 

due to the unity of faith amongst those who believe (Galatians 3:26-28; 1 Corinthians 12:12-

14). In daily life, we hunted together, walked and talked together, sang and fellowshipped 

together, planned and worked together. The balanda boundaries between teacher, student, 

parent, child, uncle and grandmother blurred in a communal society where everyone has a 

place and deep sense of belonging. Teaching a holistic Christian way of living reached out 

from the classroom and beyond to the close-knit activities of the community where each 

one shares what they have with the other. In this way, home is school and school is home.  

Specifically, gurruṯu learning days were introduced where the community and school came 

together to celebrate and share aspects of kinship. Balanda families learnt about dhuwa and 

yirritja moieties (groupings), their mälk (skin) and bäpurru (clan) groupings, yäku (Yolŋu 

name) and waŋa (homeland) as well as likaṉ (individual totems) and buŋgul (dances) for 

their clan groups, and were reminded of their unique new connection into the Yolŋu system 

of belonging. We reminded one another of the way that Garray (our Heavenly Lord) has 

adopted us into His family to become heirs, and the unity we have in Him. Finally, we all 
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placed a handprint on the ‘Gurruṯu Tree’ (Figure 18), a mural which was erected on the 

front of the school building to remind all who 

see it that we are a community united in 

Christ. The gurruṯu days were empowering for 

Yolŋu students and the community, building 

relationships and growing cultural intelligence 

(Livermore, 2009; Smith, 2009) for both 

balanda staff and students. They were also a 

tangible celebration of being a community of 

believers, united in Christ and living under his 

rule and authority. In an amalgam of cultural 

domains, it was unity through the gospel which often enabled the navigation of a way 

forward, a blessing which was highlighted profoundly in the most difficult of circumstances.  

Living in God’s place - The Seasons Curriculum 

In the multi-layered Gäwa learning environment, the implementation of a contextualised 

curriculum incorporating both biblical and cultural perspectives sought to maximise 

engagement and learning outcomes for students (Lingenfelter & Lingenfelter, 2003; Marika, 

1999; Marika-Mununggiritj & Christie, 1995). Elders and teaching staff participated in 

workshops to create a negotiated curriculum which incorporated a seasonal focus woven 

with the metanarrative. This process enabled local knowledge and experiences to be 

incorporated into the learning context across many different learning environments. In this 

way, the learning experience was connected to the cultural context in many ways: through 

the use of the Gäwa Seasons calendar and the creation of a seasons photo wall; the 

collection and study of seasonal flora and fauna; the sharing of Yolŋu stories appropriate to 

Figure 18: ‘Gurruṯu Tree’ 
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the current season and the capture of those in written and digital forms. Elements of this 

process were documented and shared on YouTube (Stanfield, 2013).  

This process continued each year as we mutually developed the ongoing curriculum 

together, integrating the metanarrative and mapping activities to both the Australian 

Curriculum and NT Curriculum Framework. Curriculum built on the seasons also lent itself 

easily to incorporating rich ‘on country’ experiences (Figure 19). Field trips were held to 

explore raŋi (rock platforms and sea life), ḏiltji (woodland forest), retja (jungle), gathul 

(mangroves), guku (native beehives) and gapu (water sources). The guku process was also 

documented and shared on Youtube (van Weeren, 2014). Students took photos, heard 

traditional stories, learnt bush skills, expanded their cultural understanding and bilingual 

vocabulary. Back in the classroom, they created written stories, posters and digital artefacts 

in both English and Djambarrpuyŋu. 

 

 

Figure 19: Gäwa Seasonal Calendar word-wall 



221 
 

Doing justice, Loving mercy, Walking humbly - Living and working ‘bothways’ 

Since its establishment, Gäwa Christian School has been a partnership between Yolŋu and 

balanda which reaches into every part of the school structure from governance to 

curriculum, language and culture instruction, conflict resolution and even the provision of 

hot lunches! The importance of taking time, listening to one another and patiently waiting 

for each other was paramount to continuing to walk in the same direction together, in 

keeping with the lonydju’yirr (moving side-by-side) metaphor shared by the founding Elder, 

Gotha (Guthadjaka, 2010b). 

Encouraged by Gäwa elders, we implemented the Miyalk ga Ḏirramu Marŋgithirr Program, 

a knowledge learning program for boys and girls. Stemming from positive memories of 

mission day experiences, the Elders wanted to see the younger generation learning 

intercultural skills to build confidence, leadership, problem-solving and life skills through 

practical workshops with both Yolŋu and balanda members of the Gäwa community. 

Cultural skills, such as spear-making and pandanus-dying, were taught in a culturally 

appropriate way while changing tyres and oil and preparing healthy meals were also on the 

agenda. Most importantly, these times provided valuable opportunities for two-way 

learning, building positive relationships, serving one another and being thankful for the 

people that God made us to be as we live as his people in his place. 

In keeping with the ‘bothways’ model, it was our desire to develop strong teaching teams 

that learn, plan, teach and pray together. In God’s timing, teaching teams were developed 

that comprised of a formally qualified balanda teacher and one or often more Yolŋu 

assistant teachers, often with little or no formal qualifications, but with a strong desire to be 

a shaping influence in the education of students. Each member of the team had much to 
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contribute and learn from the other as they grew in their cultural and biblical perspectives 

to life and learning in Gäwa. 

Overall, upon reflecting on the 2012-2016 years at Gäwa, the implementation of the 

metanarrative and associated activities and programs demonstrate the outworking of the 

hybridity approach at Gäwa. Introducing the metanarrative into the school program 

promoted a way of seeing that incorporated both cultural and biblical perspectives, 

encouraged two-way learning and strengthened the unique ontological perspective present 

in the community. In this way that we enabled a Christ culture of Gäwa to continue to be 

embraced and explored and in return were richly challenged and profoundly changed in our 

own understandings. 

      * 

Rachel31 and her husband Cameron moved to Gäwa in 2017. As part of their induction, they 

were encouraged to consider the significance of each word in the school’s name. The name 

Gäwa recognises that the school is in Warramiri land and a vital part of the vision includes 

the preservation of Warramiri language and culture. To be Christian is to be shaped by the 

Cross of forgiveness, grace and reconciliation. To be a school is to know that we do all of the 

above through the faithful educating of students and staff alike. Thus, behind the name 

Gäwa Christian School lies a history, an aim and a foundation. Below are some short 

narratives concerning the revitalisation of the Warramiri program, the growth of God-

centred conversations and student-composed worship songs as well as statements from 

Elders. We believe they are clear evidence of faith in Jesus expressed in the daily life of 

Gäwa. 

                                                             
31 This section was written by Rachel Herweynen. 
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God’s design for us as people as seen in Genesis has always been one of relationality in 

interdependence (Watkin, 2017). Establishing and strengthening relationships is the only 

way that the revitalisation of the Warramiri program has been made possible. Its status as a 

critically endangered language is a challenge we continue to work with but this has also 

helped forge the practice of bala-räli guŋga’yunmirr (helping each other bothways) as no 

one person is able to bring this vision to fruition. A community is required to keep the 

program running and relevant; from seeking advice and guidance with available resources, 

to letting students share their existing knowledge and listening together as Elders share 

stories, we see the truth of Ephesians 4:16, “God makes the whole body fit together 

perfectly. As each part does its own special work, it helps the other parts grow so that the 

whole body is healthy, growing and full of love” (New Living Translation).    

We read in Psalm 8:2, ‘Through the praise of children and infants you have established a 

stronghold against your enemies, to silence the foe and the avenger’ (New International 

Version). In various ways, the students of Gäwa Christian School have been declaring the 

centrality of Jesus Christ in their lives. As Christians, we give credit to the Lord who does the 

transforming work. It can also be seen as evidence of the outworking of the school and 

community’s vision. Most powerfully, shared below are a number of statements from 

students themselves. 

As one Year 4 student was interviewed for the school newsletter, she was asked, ‘What do 

you love about Gäwa?’ She bowed her head in shyness for a few moments, smiled and 

shared, ‘Garraygu dhangi’yun wäŋa.’ This translates as God embraces this home or God has 

this home in His arms. With no coaching from anybody, for that to be the first thing that 

comes to mind for a student is significant. 
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In Term 3, 2019 secondary students composed a number of songs. The chorus of one was:  

Living in Gäwa, Garray is our Father, yapa and wäwa, together in Gäwa. This declares God 

(Garray) as our Father and we all as sisters (yapa) and brothers (wäwa) living together. The 

lyrics, which are a mix of English and Djambarrpuyŋu, are another picture of how Gäwa 

community worships, welcoming both balanda and Yolŋu expressions.  

In a span of a week, in two separate conversations, senior secondary students have 

delightfully surprised through a simple phrase: ‘We’ll pray about it.’ The first instance was 

during a brainstorm for the next school trip. We considered their preferences and wondered 

out loud how we will actually come to an agreement and the humbling reply was, ‘We’ll 

pray about it’. The second time was when a few students were requesting Cameron to drive 

them to town. I shared with them that he had been sick. One of them said, ‘Bäydhi (never 

mind). We’ll pray for ŋapipi (uncle).’ There is a growing culture of prayer which has also 

been noted by parents and guardians outside the school context. 

Gäwa Christmas is a 21-minute movie production that has been published on YouTube. It 

recreates the Christmas story, contextualising it in Gäwa and the neighbouring homeland, 

Ban’thula. This project was spearheaded by music teacher and professional musician Jason 

Heslop, but he admits that he was only the driver of this project; it was the students who 

really made this their own. All songs were composed by students and recorded in Gäwa. The 

chorus of the first song composed for this project goes, ‘Garray Djesu Nhe Marrkapmirr, 

Garray Djesu Nhe Buŋgawa’ (Lord Jesus, You are Beloved, Lord Jesus, You are King) and 

from that first day they composed it, students were already singing this song repeatedly. 

Five more songs were written, each corresponding to a part of the Christmas story. The 

excitement around this movie and the original songs have caused a few members of the 

community to think back to the Revival in Galiwin’ku in 1979. One Elder commented how 
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song writing was a significant part of the Revival forty years ago. For another staff member, 

realising how the movie has spread to Galiwinku, recalled a vision one Elder had in 1979, of 

fire, starting on the north end of Elcho (where Gäwa is), and burning up all things, all the 

way to the southern tip of Elcho. People have interpreted this fire as the Holy Spirit and the 

vision, a prophetic word for God’s movement starting in Gäwa, travelling down all of Elcho. 

However, it is not just the children who are merging their faith and traditional language and 

knowledges in new ways. The present leader of Gäwa whom we call ‘Old Man’ has also been 

an important part of God’s story in Gäwa. Below are a few stories of his declaring the 

Lordship of Jesus Christ here. 

During consultation on starting the YouTube channel mentioned above, Old Man chose the 

name, “Gäwa Garraywu Ŋuwakurru Manikay”, translated as Gäwa’s Good Music for God. 

He talked about how it is right to share these songs of worship that the students have made. 

Old Man’s name choice also clearly displays his vision for the channel. It is not just about the 

students’ musical gifts and abilities but unashamedly placing ‘Garraywu’, for God, shows 

clarity of purpose. Secondly, during Cultural Exchange Week in 2017, where students from a 

school down south joined us in Gäwa, Old Man addressed the guests. He welcomed them to 

Gäwa, introduced himself as custodian of the land and then emphasised (translated from 

Warramiri), “I am leader for this land but you don’t have to call me land owner because I 

believe in God and He owns this land.” This was during the term when our Bible verse focus 

was 1 Corinthians 10:26, “The earth is the Lord’s and everything in it.” “Dhuwandja 

munathany' wäŋa nhanŋuwuy yan God-Waŋarrwu, ga nhä mala dhiyal wäŋaŋur 

nhanŋuwuy muka warrpam''1 GORINLIL DHÄWU 10:26. Lastly, one Friday morning assembly 

in 2019, three Elders, who are all members of the School Council, joined us and encouraged 

all of us to pray to close. As a circle was slowly being formed, Old Man very clearly gave the 
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instruction to leave the middle of the circle empty because ‘Jesus is at the centre for Gäwa’. 

This echoes what our founding elder Guthadjaka has stated in her video about Gäwa’s story. 

Another declaration of the authority of Jesus as recognised by the traditional Elders is found 

in the establishing School Council meeting notes from 2018 where they shared that the 

heart of the Council would be: 

‘Garray-Djesu, ŋurruŋu ga dhä-dhawar'yunamirr’ (Lord Jesus as the first and last). 

The Council recognises the Lord Jesus’ authority over all things. It is their hope that in making 

decisions, Jesus would be the first consideration and He will have the final say. 

Thus, from formal curriculum through the Warramiri program, to everyday conversations 

amongst students and staff, to new songs of worship composed and joyfully shared, all the 

way to explicit declarations from Elders, one can see the faithfulness to fulfil the call that is 

behind the name Gäwa Christian School.  

Conclusion 

The history and current practice of Yolŋu ‘bothways’ theology is a profound area for 

consideration. Terms which evince strong, emotional reactions such as syncretism, 

contextualisation and hybridity are all potentially relevant. As balanda we can only testify to 

the great honour it has been to be accepted into Yolŋu clan life at Gäwa and journey 

together with such a committed and passionate community. Indeed, we have yet to meet a 

balanda who was not deeply impacted by their time living at Gäwa, acknowledging the great 

privilege it is to grow together in such a challenging, intercultural but beautiful context. As 

was mentioned in the 2013 interviews, ‘Gäwa in one word is humbling’ or in Shaw’s 

hybridity language: everyone comes away changed. 
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#4 Too many ‘two-ways’? ‘Gäwa is a two-way school’: clarifying 

approaches to remote Northern Territory Indigenous education. 

Abstract 

The expression ‘two-way’ teaching and learning has a long history in the Northern Territory 

in relation to remote Indigenous education. However, it is not applied with any degree of 

consistency; the term ‘two-way’ functions as a summary expression for a diverse array of 

pedagogical approaches. This article presents qualitative research from the remote, Yolŋu 

‘homeland’ community at Gäwa in north-east Arnhem Land as Indigenous first-language, 

case-study data. It also aims to disambiguate ‘two way’ approaches as current community 

aspirations are compared with historical policies and applications of ‘two-way’ terms from 

across the Northern Territory, such as Indigenous perspectives, Indigenous learning-style, 

team-teaching, bilingual education, ‘bothways’ education and domain separation. 

Introduction 

In the Northern Territory, 110 out of the 151 Department of Education schools are situated 

in remote or very remote areas, 44.4% of the student population is Indigenous, 48.8% come 

from a language background other than English (Department of Education, 2016) with over 

100 distinct Indigenous languages functioning as first languages (Northern Territory 

Government, 2017). Historically, educational concerns have often been associated with the 

expression ‘two-way’ teaching and learning. Although in the Northern Territory the phrase 

‘two-way’ is a rich source for research, both in terms of pedagogical theory and practical 

implementation, it is also a confusing and contested domain. A crucial complication 

concerns the fact that in the academic sphere, quite different approaches to teaching utilise 
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the same ‘two-way’ epithet. Indeed, even in meta-data analyses, confusion around ‘two-

way’ is evident. The Menzies Health Report (2012) notes at least four completely different 

meanings for the term ‘two-way’ and opens with an extensive (and at times overlapping) 

glossary of relevant terms. But even it asserts that ‘the term ‘Both-ways’ has been used for 

some time in the Australian context as a synonym for ‘Two-way’ (Harris, 1990)’ (Silburn et 

al., 2011, p. 24), thus conflating ‘bothways’ education and domain separation (Harris’ book) 

into one concept. As will become apparent, these are related but distinct ‘two-way’ 

approaches. A similar example concerns a ‘grey-literature’ report regarding Indigenous pre-

service teacher education where it was asserted that ‘the term two-way education and 

both-ways education have been used interchangeably throughout much of the literature 

and have in essence the same meaning’ (Bat & Shore, 2013, p. 9). Although the first 

statement is undoubtedly true, the second is clearly not; ‘bothways’ has a rich and complex 

intercultural meaning not apparent in various other ‘two-way’ iterations. Thus, this paper 

will present qualitative findings from research at Gäwa and link these local responses to a 

process of disambiguation between the various ‘two-way’ approaches. It is hoped the 

findings and clarification process might facilitate further empirical, action-based, case-study, 

first-language research so desperately needed (Silburn et al., 2011, p. 25).  

Context and Positionality 

 In 2009-2010, I lived at Gäwa, a small (40-50 resident) Yolŋu homeland community on Elcho 

Island, north-east Arnhem Land. Gäwa is an ancestral estate of the Warramiri clan of the 

Yolŋu conglomerate and is situated at the northern tip of the island, a rough 70 km drive 

from the township and ex-Methodist mission of Galiwin’ku. In the 1990s, a movement to 

literally return-to-country arose where Warramiri Elders and their kinship networks cut a 
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road through the bush and progressively established water supplies, houses and a school to 

enable their traditional, intergenerational transmission of culture and language to continue 

(Nungalinya College, 2017). It is an inspiring story of vision, resilience and persistently 

fighting for educational equality (Harris & Gartland, 2011). Despite the age of declining 

resourcing and funding for bilingual education (Devlin, Disbray & Devlin, 2017), Warramiri 

Elders great passion is for their children to retain their traditional heritage whilst also 

receiving a full ‘mainstream’ education (Guthadjaka, 2013). As a balanda (white) teacher, I 

began teaching from what I knew of EAL/D best practice, utilising the (then) new Australian 

Curriculum, but was also encouraged to incorporate local language and cultural knowledges 

as both balanda staff and Yolŋu explicitly informed me; ‘Gäwa is a “two-way” school’. In 

essence, the current research is a reflection on my five-year journey to ascertain what (in 

theory and practice) that sentence really means. Back in 2009, I was quickly drawn into 

team-teaching with Elder Kathy Guthadjaka, incorporating Warramiri and Djambarrpuyŋu 

(the Yolŋu lingua franca of the area) into the curriculum. I came to deeply appreciate the 

depth and vitality of Warramiri ‘Language and Culture’, and marvelled at the resources 

Guthadjaka had researched and compiled to pass on this knowledge. Over the years 2011-

2016, we began collaborating on the theorising and structuring of the ‘Warramiri website’ 

to both house these resources and reflect on how Yolŋu may take up or resist/reposition 

digital technologies (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2017). As is customary with long-term 

involvements, I was also adopted into the Yolŋu kinship system at Gäwa, and was expected 

to take the reciprocal rights and responsibilities seriously. Thus, in becoming connected to 

the Warramiri-Djambarrpuyŋu yothu-yindi32 dynamic, in all of life (including research), I was 

                                                             
32 The ‘mother-child’ kinship fundamental in the Yolŋu patrilineal, exogamous clan system. Adopted as son to 
Elder Kathy Guthadjaka, I was Djambarrpuyŋu affiliated, not Warramiri, but ‘there is always a connection 
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bound to both honour Yolŋu methodologies and social dynamics whilst utilising my skills 

and expertise to further community aims; a form of ‘double participation’ (Christie, 2013b, 

p. 54). However, some bias is evident in my positionality as I lived and worked at Gäwa in 

2009 at the height of the controversy surrounding the Department of Education’s ill-fated 

‘first four hours in English’ regime (Devlin, 2009), and this time undoubtedly tainted my 

approach to the literature review of previous departmental policies and funding decisions. 

Furthermore, during the research period I began employment at Charles Darwin University, 

but maintained strong links with the Northern Territory Christian Schools (NTCS) hierarchy 

who officially govern the Gäwa school. However, despite being aligned with the overall 

philosophy of Northern Territory Christian Schools and appreciating the autonomy the 

system offered at Gäwa, I was also cognizant of the fact that no formal policies existed 

around language and cultural pedagogies, leaving the community in a potentially vulnerable 

position, depending on the understanding and preferences of future generations of balanda 

teachers. Therefore, from a multi-layered insider/outsider positionality, the research aim 

was to formally record community members’ philosophies and pedagogies concerning ‘two-

way’ education, both to directly shape the website formation and to assist the creation of 

formal school policies so future balanda teachers could best partner with Gäwa community 

in maintaining their educational priorities.  

Literature Review 

The expression ‘two-way’ teaching and learning is used to connote a diverse range of 

approaches to pedagogy, curriculum content, language use and organisation of school in the 

                                                             
between a yolngu yothu and its yindi, there is always a connection between a yothu piece of land and its 
mother land’ (Marika, Ŋurruwutthun, & White, 1989, p. 19). 
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remote, Indigenous education sphere. Despite its popularity, it is now probably ubiquitous 

to the point of losing genuine analytical value and, at worst, has degenerated into 

summarising almost any bureaucratic attempt at ‘cross-cultural consultation’ in Indigenous 

communities (Ford & Klesch, 2003, p. 33). Nevertheless, a number of distinct approaches 

can be identified with direct relevance to the Gäwa community. 

Indigenous Perspectives 

In 2018, ‘Indigneous Perspectives’ is somewhat of a mis-nomer as the official ACARA (2010) 

terminology has been altered to ‘Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander histories and 

cultures’. This is certainly an improvement, although the substantive content and 

positioning remains unchanged, and as of 2013, when the research began, ‘Indigenous 

Perspectives’ was the term utilized. Although not deemed a ‘two-way’ approach, the cross-

curriculum priority area is the national standard and expectation and is therefore worthy of 

initial consideration.  As one of the three ‘cross curriculum’ priorities, Indigenous 

Perspectives is a mandatory aspect of the curriculum, but only as relevant to other subject 

areas such as History and Social Sciences, English, Maths etc; it ‘is a priority, but it is just not 

a priority when the main priority is to shape up a national curriculum that will be accepted 

by all the stakeholders’ (Nakata, 2011, p. 1). Notwithstanding the long connection to 

bilingual schooling and other initiatives, over the last decade the Department of Education 

(DoE), Northern Territory policies have enacted this more ‘one-way’ approach. Having 

softened from the mandatory ‘first-four-hours-in-English  (Devlin, 2009), in the early years 

of this decade there was still an emphasis on English being predominantly used as the 

instructional language in the ‘prime time’ (first four hours) and Indigenous first languages 

only used to support this English teaching through ‘introducing’ concepts (DET, 2011, p. 2). If 
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a specific community wished their children to be literate in their own language, the 

Department supported this by allowing use of school facilities ‘after hours’ (DET, 2011, p. 2). 

Post the Wilson Report (2014) prevailing DoE policies are not as available and/or are still in 

development as part of the Indigenous Education Strategy, 2015-2024. However, the full 

breadth and depth of the Australian Curriculum is now mandatory and it has been argued 

that the English literacy, standards-based reform platform has re-established a Foucauldian 

‘regime of truth’ in the Northern Territory of Indigenous identity as disadvantage (Vass, 

2013). Gäwa is one of the very few non-Departmental, remote schools and therefore does 

not fall under its policy jurisdiction. Its isolation, small size and independence undoubtedly 

shields the community from some of the impacts of this rhetoric, but new balanda teachers 

are not immune to the prevailing ‘definition of educational success measured by 

comparison of Indigenous and non-Indigenous scores on standardised literacy and 

numeracy tests’ (Disbray, 2017, p. 237). Furthermore, as alluded to, new balanda staff are 

almost always drawn from larger southern cities, conversant with the ACARA expectation, 

and typically from Christian school environments whose theological underpinnings may not 

support integration of Indigenous culture into curriculum development. Suffice it to say, any 

‘two-way’ teaching and learning approach may challenge established beliefs and 

pedagogies, again demonstrating the need for explicit research on Gäwa community 

aspirations. 

Indigenous Learning Style 

Two way teaching is characterised by the incorporation of more “Aboriginal 

way” pedagogy, including more negotiation, collaborative group work, 
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problem solving, integration and hands-on activities (Education Department of 

Western Australia et al., 2000, p. 10). 

Once again, in 2018, the term Indigenous ‘learning style’ has become contentious to the 

point of abandonment, and ‘culturally responsive pedagogies’ (CRP) are much more relied 

upon (Perso & Hayward, 2015). However, it is relevant background to the research at Gäwa 

as the approach still has some national application33 and the historical theory behind much 

of this definition of ‘two-way’ education is to be found in Harris’ (1984) early work at the 

Yolŋu community Miliŋinbi. A pedagogical framework slowly evolved which positioned the 

Indigenous and ‘western’ approach as quite opposed to each other, requiring teachers to 

rethink their own deeply held (but culturally determined) beliefs about teaching. In fairness, 

a learning style appreciation was never intended to replace scaffolded teaching patterns 

which involved bridging across to more formal ‘western’ styles (Harris, 1984b). 

Nevertheless, the concept came under increasing attack as academics argued that the 

paradigm created stereotypes and eventuated in political disengagement (Nicholls et al., 

1998). Nakata (2002) also questioned the binary nature of the ‘western’ versus Indigenous 

style duality, maintaining this was the major cause of policy ‘headache’. After all, how can 

schools possibly pursue cultural maintenance and parity of mainstream outcomes if the one 

detracts from the other? A generally accepted consensus (What Works, 2011) is that there is 

no distinct Indigenous learning ‘style’, just as there is no distinct Indigenous ‘culture’. 

Nevertheless, the reimagined interpretation of the Indigenous ‘learning style’ approach as 

culturally responsive pedagogy still asks teachers to alter their own teaching methods by 

                                                             
33 Yunkaporta (2009) argues that there is much synergy between ‘high’ Indigenous and Western teaching and 
learning approaches, and his ‘8-Ways’ approach is popular in schooling and tertiary education settings. 
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aligning them with the most appropriate practices to effectively teach Indigenous students; 

learning to build pedagogy informed by local, traditional methodologies.  

Team Teaching 

The Two Way Approach occurs when representatives of both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal people are involved in the education process, providing a 

balanced or Two-Way perspective on all aspects of schooling (Bevan & 

Shillinglaw, 2010, p. 13). 

Team-teaching is not a theoretical position as such, but an attempt to use the practical, daily 

realities for the greatest impact on student learning. In most Northern Territory remote 

schools, there is both a qualified teacher and another responsible adult, usually a local 

community member, working in each class. Names include Assistant Teacher, Teacher 

Assistant, Teacher’s Aide, Tutor and Indigenous Education Worker depending on 

qualifications and school preferences. But the common factor is the presence of two people 

working side by side; literally a ‘two-way’ dynamic. Thus, team-teaching can be used in 

conjunction with approaches as diverse as First-Four-Hours-English, to full bi-literacy. 

Despite this variety, there is significant historical precedent concerning team teaching and 

bilingual education (Devlin, Disbray & Devlin, 2017). Indeed, in the decade preceding the 

formal adoption of bilingual education in the Northern Territory, many Mission schools 

employed local Teacher Aides with associated recognition and in-service training (Harris, 

1975) to assist in classroom teaching. And after the call from Kinslow-Harris (1968) to value 

the ‘vernacular’, the approach was officially endorsed as foundational to the pilot bilingual 

programs of the early 1970s; time was set aside each day for planning, with explicit 

acknowledgement that the qualified teacher would also ‘need help in understanding and 
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achieving competence in his/her role as teacher educator and in establishing supportive 

relationships with the Aboriginal member of the team’ (Watts, McGrath & Tandy, 1973, p. 

36). Later, it was the work of Beth Graham (DEET, 1986) who built on this model, outlining 

the three distinct phases; Planning together, Teaching together and Learning together. In 

time, team-teaching became another approach linked to the phrase ‘two-way’. 

Bilingual Education 

In the Northern territory, the terms ‘bilingual education’ or ‘Two-Way’ learning 

are used for ‘mother tongue medium’ programs, that is, programs where 

children are taught for the first few years of school by teachers, or teams of 

teachers who use the children’s home language to teach them (Simpson, 

Caffery & McConvell, 2009, p. 9). 

As we have seen, the bilingual approach is certainly not the only concept referred to as 

‘two-way’ learning. Nevertheless, this does remain the most dominant and controversial 

definition. Undoubtedly, this is due to the Northern Territory government’s decision to 

formally change the name from ‘Bilingual Education’ to ‘Two-Way Learning’ following the 

recommendations of ‘Learning Lessons’, the 1999 review of Indigenous education (Collins, 

1999).  Thus, it is not surprising that for many, bilingual education is synonymous with ‘two-

way’ education. But to be precise, even within the bilingual approach there are a number of 

models, depending on whether first language literacy is incorporated or only oral language 

development, and whether (and how) a ‘step’ model is implemented; with teaching in 

English gradually increasing in percentage each year as the language of instruction (Devlin, 

2011). Indeed, as a specific area of historical educational research, it is a powerful example 

of the interplay (or lack thereof) between government policy development, pedagogical 
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theory and actual data/evidence supporting rationale for change (Devlin, Disbray & Devlin, 

2017). But for present purposes, we must leave aside this theoretical framework, the 

complexities of language maintenance vs language revival and whether there was any 

justification to downscale support (see Devlin, 2009; 2010, Simpson, Caffery & McConvell, 

2009). However, it is important to note that Yolŋu communities have a long connection with 

advocacy in this area. Miliŋinbi, Yirrkala and Galiwin’ku, coming out of relatively Language-

friendly Methodist Mission policies (Berndt & Berndt, 1988), and aligning with their own 

multilingual kinship structures34, established formal bilingual schools in the early 1970s 

(McKenzie, 1976). Indigenous educators speaking various Yolŋu languages were early 

supporters in maintaining that Language learning was a top priority (Manydjarri, 1973; 

Bakamana & Djuwandayŋu, 1978). Shepherdson College at Galiwin’ku (only 70km from 

Gäwa) retains a step-model approach. The Annual Operational Plan 2011 recorded a clear 

teaching goal as ‘improvement in reading and writing in Yolŋu Matha’ (DET, 2011b, p. 2). To 

this end, the Literacy Production Centre (LPC) is a key component of such a strategy, 

producing resources in Djambarrpuyŋu for use as class texts and individual readers. The 

issue is complicated by the fact that there are many Yolŋu languages spoken at Galiwin’ku 

and ‘in response to the community’s desire for their young people to learn Yolŋu languages 

other than Djambarrpuyŋu’ (Hall, 2017, p. 315), separate ‘dialect’ programs have functioned 

sporadically since the late 1980s. Indeed, this specific need was one of the reasons Gäwa 

school was established in the first place and became a key focus of our ongoing research 

with the website; that Warramiri could live and learn on their ancestral estates, maintaining 

a distinct Warramiri identity (Guthadjaka, 2013). 

                                                             
34 Traditionally, Yolŋu first learned their mother’s language as an infant and then progressed to their father’s 
(and own) language which was always from the other moeity (dhuwa or yirritja). 
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‘Bothways’ Education 

Two-way in the sense of an exchange between Europeans and Aborigines 

involved... the ‘two-way’ alternative here is based on the concepts of a two-

way flow in reciprocity and exchange between groups (McConvell, 1981, p. 62). 

Although the formal Bilingual education policy was the most well-known, from the early 

1980s there were moves to establish an even more radical platform; an intercultural school 

system. In fact, the first academic mention of the phrase ‘two-way’ in the Northern Territory 

context (as above) had this deeper epistemological exchange idea in mind. To some extent 

the concept was introduced in contrast to bilingual education and was positioned as a 

‘grassroots’, Indigenous initiative (Wearne, 1986). A ‘two-way’ school would involve learning 

the ‘three Rs’, but would also focus on the passing on of traditional language and cultural 

content knowledge. Moreover, the school would acknowledge existing Indigenous 

epistemologies and processes of negotiation; ‘knowledge will only come together if there is 

respect for our knowledge and where Aboriginal people are taking the initiative, where we 

shape and develop the educational programs and then implement them’ (Wunuŋmurra, 

1989, p. 12). This challenge of genuine integration seems to have evolved independently in a 

number of Northern Territory locations and was taken up academically in the late 1980s by 

Indigenous educators. Many reiterated the concept of ‘two-ways’, utilising traditional 

understandings to reveal local metaphors describing the mixing of two cultures and learning 

philosophies. Yolŋu leaders often took the initiative and spoke in public forums and articles 

about gaṉma (Marika, Ngurruwuthun & White, 1989), galtha rom (Marika-Mununggiritj & 

Christie, 1995), garma (Marika, 1990), ŋathu (Yunupingu, 1994), to name some of the most 

famous. Such works are deep and profound considerations, worthy of their own individual 

analysis (Christie, 2007). But as an inadequate synthesis, they are concerted attempts to 
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both engage with western educational frameworks, but to attain balance by appropriating 

such frameworks into the pre-existing Yolŋu epistemology and inter-clan, moiety and 

kinship relational processes, all to create spaces to design and implement curriculum. It was 

ultimately a question of power: ‘what we want is BOTH WAYS education- balanda and Yolŋu 

ways- but we want Yolŋu to have control over both sides of the curriculum’ (Yunupingu, 

1989, p. 4). Thus, Yolŋu educators have been clearly advocating ‘a bicultural or ‘bothways’ 

education for aboriginal children’ (Lanhupuy, 1988, p. 3) for many years, the metaphors 

highlighting not just that both knowledge and cultural systems are represented in the 

curriculum, but that they are integrated together into a holistic, synthesised learning 

environment. ‘Bothways’ also focusses on the power dynamics of decision making; 

emphasising a practice of relational discussion, negotiation and consensus to all matters of 

school curriculum, pedagogy and language use. It is surely a paradigm for working within the 

‘cultural interface’ (Nakata, 2007), where critical analysis of both Indigenous and ‘western’ 

knowledge traditions is key, of providing ‘language and tools for navigating, negotiating, and 

thinking about the constraints and possibilities that are open’ (Nakata et al., 2012, p. 133). 

Bothways ‘two-way’ education is more than giving a space for Indigenous concerns to enter 

the curriculum; it is a negotiation of the curriculum itself as an intercultural domain. At 

Gäwa, the ‘Bothways’ philosophy has been consistently reaffirmed by Guthadjaka who has 

shared her own, Warramiri clan-based metaphors in various academic forums (Guthadjaka, 

2010; 2010b; 2012; 2013). 

Domain Separation 

A last twist is found in Harris’ book Two-Way Aboriginal Schooling (1990). He argued that 

even in functioning bilingual schools, the ‘hidden curriculum’ of mainstream education 
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undermines Indigenous values and norms in a range of ways. Furthermore, the two domains 

of Indigenous Knowledges and ‘Mainstream Culture’ are so different, there was need for 

‘separate places for teaching, separate bodies of content and separate teachers for each 

culture domain’ (Harris, 1990, p. 14). It was certainly never intended as a one-size-fits-all 

framework, but a delineation which would allow Indigenous educators to pursue important 

community goals, while mainstream teachers could focus on the mandated curriculum 

without any misgivings. Thus, schools overall (comprised of classes, teachers and 

timetables) would function as two, distinct ‘domains’. Despite being broadly researched, the 

‘domain separation’ approach was criticized as over-stepping the original ‘two-way’ 

intercultural approach (McConvell, 1991; 1994). However, Noel Pearson advocates for 

something quite similar as part of his Cape York Institute: students to ‘orbit’ between the 

two worlds of their Indigenous roots and the Mainstream, the practical strategy for schools 

to establish a ‘domain (to) be called “Class” (to) be clearly separate from another domain, 

“Culture”’ and that ‘early morning to early afternoon be dedicated to explicit instruction in 

basic numeracy and literacy’ (Pearson, 2009, p. 71) via the ‘Direct Instruction’ model. 

Following this initiative, the ‘Direct Instruction’ approach was rolled out to nineteen remote 

Indigenous schools in the Northern Territory in 2016. Whether schools also 

maintain/reinvigorate any ‘Culture’ domain remains the moot point in terms of ‘two-way’ 

applicability. 

Methodology 

The methodological framework was inspired by the fact ‘Indigenous peoples have the right 

to establish and control their educational systems and institutions providing education in 

their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and 
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learning’ (United Nations, 2008) and relied upon the critical Indigenous qualitative research 

field, mandating the genesis, accountability and evaluation of any research be undertaken 

by the local Indigenous participants (Denzin, 2008, p. 2). But even within the Northern 

Territory context, profound language and ontological/cosmological differences exist 

between Indigenous communities. Fortunately, in this regard, significant work has been 

undertaken by Christie and others in collaborative research with Yolŋu communities 

specifically, over many years at Charles Darwin University.35 We relied explictly on the 

methodological framework generated through these research projects. As a synthesis, key 

principles included notions of transdisciplinary research across knowledge systems, 

acknowledging that all research in Indigenous contexts is characterized as ‘some of this and 

some of that at the same time’ in terms of Indigenous researchers and non-Indigenous 

‘negotiating rules of engagement, evidence and validation’ (Christie, 2006b, p. 81). Research 

must be generative in terms of contesting ‘the role of judging observer…(instead) the 

researcher is an engaged observer, and works to generate change practices through the 

research position (Christie, 2013, p. 3), and socially conscionable, as ‘the academic tradition 

comes with its sealed package of epistemic criteria based upon reason. But Yolŋu often 

judge truthfulness in research through other criteria to do with... agreement in good faith’ 

(Christie, 2009, p. 32). The essence of the approach exhorts researchers to take seriously 

and accommodate local Yolŋu methodology as part of the research process itself. This may 

make the research more complicated, but ‘this messiness is something to be accepted and 

examined; it is productive’ (Christie, 2006b, p. 82). Therefore, it was crucial to maintain and 

                                                             
35 Significant multi-year research projects such as ‘Indigenous Knowledge Traditions, and Digital technology’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/ik/ikhome.html), ‘Teaching from Country’ 
(http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/index.html) and ‘ICT and Capacity Building in Remote Communities’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/inc/) all directly involved Yolŋu outlining methodological principles. 
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reflect upon the Warramiri Elders’ explicit instruction around genuine community 

consultation (which involved each and every adult resident of Gäwa community, including 

balanda teachers), as opposed to more typical ethnographic expedient, purposeful or even 

probability selections (Freebody, 2003, p. 78).  However, conversely, we needed to abide by 

the maxim of Yolŋu decision making concerning the ‘right people talking to the right people 

in the right place at the right time in the right order’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). Thus, though 

there were various interviews throughout the project, it was not a foundation of ‘epistemic 

equality’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49); the meetings with Kathy Guthadjaka as acknowledged 

Warramiri educational expert and Elder, James Wäluŋ Bukulatjpi (Ceremonial Custodian) of 

the Warramiri, and the wuḻman (‘old man’) of the Wangurri were paramount. Practically, I 

have chosen to represent this in the findings by foregrounding a quote from Guthadjaka, 

Wäluŋ or wuḻman, then reflecting on the shared nuances or lack of alignments with the 

other Gäwa community members. 

Another important application of this framework was to conduct all the interviews in 

specific clan Yolŋu languages, even when my language skills were largely only in English and 

Djambarrpuyŋu,  because ‘sticking to your own language is a sign that you are taking your 

ancestral responsibilities seriously and can speak on behalf of land’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 47). 

Subsequently, the interview process was slightly more stilted, but having lived with almost 

all of the Yolŋu participants over a number of years in a very small community, such code-

switching, multilingual conversations were normal practice. The process of transcription and 

translation (undertaken by me with Warramiri Elders and Yolŋu Studies lecturers’ support) 

was lengthy, but crucial in honouring first-language priorities. The process also necessitated 

later conversations, reformulations and informal meetings at Gäwa and Darwin; thus 

embodying another key principle; ‘to work slowly and allow new ideas and practices to 
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emerge here and how, and grow slowly through mutual respect and a history of shared 

experience’ (Christie, 2009, p. 32). From the generative viewpoint, the on-going work 

(begun in April 2017) of assisting the current balanda teachers/principal in implementing 

the priorities and vision outlined in the research is perhaps most important of all, and is 

referenced where appropriate throughout the subsequent sections. Practically, the research 

involved interviewing and recording twelve adult community members at Gäwa (and five 

Elders from closely related clans) in July, 2013 as semi-structured interviews. Overall, the 

methodological process was envisaged as a ‘two-way’ process itself whereby Yolŋu and 

western-academic traditions were honoured, both to precisely position the pedagogical 

emphases for future teaching practice at Gäwa and to establish terminology to facilitate 

further transdisciplinary research in remote Indigenous Australia. Ethics clearance for the 

research was obtained through the Charles Darwin University Human Research Ethics 

Committee in 2012. 

Data and Discussion 

Indigenous Perspectives 

Guthadjaka: This is what Yolŋu are seeing-balanda see education one way and 

Yolŋu another way. They (Yolŋu) don’t see just one way that is separate, just 

like that. It can be taught at home, or it can be taught at school- the same 

knowledge. It’s important they learn in the heart, not just the mind. If you 

teach just the mind, it separates you. If you are taught how to feel on the inside 

about your home, people, how to help people, then your family will truly grow. 

The interview questions were designed to be as broad as possible to allow individuals to 

focus on their passions. And it is clear that the priorities are broad for what education truly 
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entails, and that Warramiri children are to be taught holistically. Or positioned the other 

way around, there is an implied concern that mainstream balanda educational practice 

forces a dislocation for Warramiri children. This dislocation is literal in the sense of 

compartmentalising school versus home, and also figurative in relation to ‘head’ knowledge 

versus the ‘heart’. There is also a form of progression revealed in that children who are 

taught identity (about your home, people) and an ethical framework (how to help people) 

will then succeed and prosper (your family will grow). In one sense there is nothing new in 

these statements as Guthadjaka and other experienced Yolŋu have contrasted Yolŋu and 

balanda educational philosophies in the past during ‘Teaching From Country’ sessions 

(Christie, 2010).  However, this fundamental positioning of education with identity and 

heritage is a crucial foundation and was certainly supported by other community members 

who spoke of quality education as 

Working together, both helping, the spirit and the mind, getting wiser, growing up 

with knowledge. 

Having kids understand who they are, where they come from and value that… that 

are proud of that… that they understand who they are because of their relationship 

back to their homeland and their people. 

(There should be no) big, ugly division between life at school and life at home. I think 

there should be a blending of things... and I think it’s healthy that they should. People 

think that it’s ok to live their lives in departments and we don’t want to see that 

happening with our kids. 

Thus, for Warramiri Yolŋu, education is vital to identity formation, based on the foundation 

of an integrated, holistic, and whole-of-child commitment. However, there was never talk of 

a single, generalised Indigenous ‘perspective’, or even for Elders to talk beyond the scope of 
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their own Yolŋu clan, let alone concerning a generic Indigenous standpoint. Indeed, even 

Wangurri Elders who had been specifically asked by Warramiri Elders to be interviewed, 

made comments such as ‘You have the ‘old man’ out there at Gäwa. You have all you need 

to know!’ highlighting the point that due to the highly complex and regulated kinship 

system, Yolŋu are ‘keen to avoid being held responsible in any way for the management of, 

and particularly the access to the resources of others’ (Christie, 2007b, p. 33). 

Indigenous Learning Style 

Wuḻman: If they (balanda) come in and learn, that’s good. They shouldn’t come 

in and take-over. If you build the foundation on rock… I built my school like this 

and when balanda came, they have to work with us and learn.  

The wuḻman’s quote emphasises that the new balanda must ‘learn’, but taking in the 

surrounding conversation, he was mostly referring to ‘learning how Yolŋu learn’. In a 

similar fashion to the drop-off in ‘learning style’ terminology in academic writings, he 

did not position this in opposition to balanda, but more highlighted how an 

appreciation of individual students’ experiences pre-formal schooling and an 

understanding of their home learning environment was still crucial information for 

teachers’ classroom planning and practice. Other Gäwa community members did not 

comment much in this area but referred me to how they had made recommendations 

for new balanda teachers in this area previously. Areas highlighted in 2012 included 

the need to ‘get to know them (the students) very well. There should be much 

involvement and loving, long-term relationships… teachers also need an 

understanding of how our manners and customs should function so that they can 

recognise when the rules are being broken’ and that corresponding ‘raypirri 
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(discipline) should be spoken often and on the spot at every opportunity’ (Guthadjaka, 

2012). There was also an emphasis that ‘art is a good place for us to get involved in 

the school and for building self-esteem and encouragement’ and that ‘we feel at home 

when we are outside...kids who struggle with long classroom hours could be helped 

with practical things like Junior Rangers or workshop experience’ (Guthadjaka, 2012). 

Thus, at Gäwa, the emphasis is again relational focussed, involving appropriate 

behavioural management, inside-outside classroom balance and contextualised 

learning approaches.  

Team-Teaching 

Guthadjaka: I want that to happen, for there to be teamwork, to plan together 

the balanda teacher and the Yolŋu teacher. The balanda will help the Yolŋu 

Assistant planning, not the teacher working by himself. That’s what bilingual is- 

both roads, both ways. 

From Guthadjaka there is a clear aspiration for team-teaching (as defined in the bilingual 

era) to be reinvigorated (both roads, both ways), undoubtedly because she was a long-term 

teacher in previous decades. Balanda teachers and principal expressed a willingness, but 

also frustration/lack of knowledge as to how, practically, to build this capacity.  

Having aides in class is great, just changes so much of what you can do and achieve… 

I think that’s vital. 

We’re always trying to put out the feelers… because they need training, you know. If 

you’re going to be an aid in the classroom; ‘You want to be in the classroom? Way, 

yaka manymak!’ (No, no good!) But once they come in for activities, like I had open 

classroom if you will, with people coming in there, it’s not such a threatening place. 
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We can’t accomplish this thing that we’re hoping to accomplish on our own, it’s just 

not going to work without commitment from community and good aides in our 

classroom space. Not just someone who comes and is around, but who engages in a 

meaningful way to bring that aspect of community into the classroom. And to assist 

us to know what we’re talking about to work with it. All those layers that we don’t 

understand. 

The issue of teacher assistants and training is a complex one, and the small numbers of 

community members at Gäwa is a significant challenge in this area. Encourgingly, the Gäwa 

Christian School, 2018 Annual Action Plan appropriately responds to this need, investing 

significant professional development funds into ‘training options for Yolŋu staff… so they 

can be confident in leading small groups and co-leading whole class lessons… working 

toward building teaching teams: allocate time, seek commitment from all staff’ (Gäwa 

Christian School, 2018). 

Bilingual Education 

The lack of historical consensus regarding bilingual education was reflected in the responses 

from Gäwa. Significantly, everyone (both balanda and Yolŋu) supported bilingual education 

in some form, but how it should practically look was quite varied, and even Guthadjaka 

seemed unsure of what was the optimum model: 

Guthadjaka: Well, it could be 50/50, bilingual can be like that. Or it could be 

English when they reach...I don’t know nowadays what the percentages are 

supposed to be. Maybe K (principal) could ask the community; what is the new 

policy going to be, what path should we take? Bothways or one-way? One way 

dominant and the other small? 
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There was a range of responses from other Gäwa interviewees: 

Bi-literacy is a goal that you would set, an end goal. That in the end, kids would 

be able to read and write just as effectively in their own language as in English.  

For writing at school, reading and writing: Yolŋu Matha. Most kids can talk 

Yolŋu Matha, but it is important to have Yolŋu Matha learning; reading and 

writing. 

First, start with Yolŋu Matha- should be at home all the time and the school. 

Then, as you grow, you step into English to get more education. 

First the English, with the Yolŋu Matha at home. At home he can learn Yolŋu 

Matha, at school he can learn English. 

Thus, clearly no consensus on bilingual/bi-literacy approaches, even from such a small 

homeland community. This topic is worthy of its own separate analysis, and, in fact, the area 

is significantly complicated by the fact that Warramiri literacy (as opposed to 

Djambarrpuyŋu) is also the aim of Gäwa Elders. We have canvassed some approaches to 

balancing the Warramiri, Djambarrpuyŋu and English literacy demands elsewhere (van 

Gelderen & Guthadjaka, post-print), but to demonstrate the further level of complexity of 

multilingual education in Indigenous communities, some last words from Wäluŋ : 

The kids are only speaking one language, Djambarrpuyŋu, not Warramiri yet. 

This is a concern. They should be transferring over to Warramiri, both in school 

and in everyday life. Like having two ‘books’. Often my grandchildren don’t 

understand Warramiri, they are just Djambarrpuyŋu speakers and sometimes 

they ask me, ‘Why do you speak Warramiri?’ (Laughing). Yes, the school should 

do it like that, having Warramiri books.  
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‘Bothways’ Education 

As mentioned, Guthadjaka has long championed a Warramiri ‘bothways’ approach, so it was 

no surprise to record comments from her and others along these lines. Indeed, it was where 

a clear passion and interest was displayed in interviews: 

Guthadjaka: (At school) They should learn the Yolŋu way, about caring for the 

land, looking after people, respecting the teachers and the other children and 

whatever other little law there is that they need to know. 

Other Gäwa interviewees were also explicit, offering various specific examples: 

We need to teach our culture, boys hunting with spears, girls going for shellfish 

first and then into the bush for yams and other food there. The Elders out there 

(at Gäwa) they have the knowledge... It’s good to have both; balanda teaching 

English, Yolŋu teachers teaching Yolŋu. 

Yes, cultural aspects; dancing and painting and totems…where they come from. 

Learn all that in school. Later, when they grow up, the children know and they 

have to teach their own children the same way. 

They should be learning the songs and the stories. They should be taught 

whatever belongs to there... Wäluŋ should be teaching what belongs to the 

land at Gäwa. 

Yes, all (aspects of) ‘culture’, everything in the school! 

Arguably, at Gäwa, the ‘bothways’ intercultural education philosophy can be viewed as the 

capstone concept for ‘two-way’ education; the other approaches as necessary 

preconditions. Thus, the localised perspective/foundation highlights the holistic nature of 

Warramiri identity and education which informs a specific teaching and learning ‘style’ 

emphasis dependant on local child-rearing and traditional methodologies. Turning this from 
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theory to practice is greatly aided by a team-teaching approach whereby local teachers truly 

plan activities and co-teach classes, a bilingual approach formally utilising this process for 

teaching First Language and literacy. Finally, the ‘bothways’ philosophy relies on all the 

aforementioned and enters into the contested space to negotiate curriculum and to 

integrate traditional knowledge and decision-making processes from whole-of-community 

priorities. Significantly, proceeding from discussions concerning these research results (and 

for the first time in the school’s history), in 2018 Gäwa aims to ‘develop a clear, local 

articulation of what ‘both ways learning’ means in philosophy and practice for our school (in 

English, Warramiri and Djambarrpuyŋu)…this will be articulated in the website, staff 

handbooks, job descriptions and curriculum documents’ (Gäwa Christian School, 2018). 

Conclusion  

‘Two-way’ terms Indigenous Perspectives, Learning Style, Team-Teaching, Bilingual 

Education, ‘Bothways’ Education and Domain Separation are not necessarily commonly 

utilised terms in research reports.  Also, even after such a process of disambiguation, 

approaches can potentially blur together in practice, depending on school-based contexts. 

However, clarifying the historical and policy foundations behind each approach certainly 

aided our research at Gäwa, enabling a triangulation process to identify community 

aspirations and facilitating further generative policy work to proceed. At Gäwa there exists a 

desire for all levels, besides domain separation which was not mentioned in any way, 

despite the small homeland context which would make it quite feasible. Warramiri Yolŋu 

are emphatic; they desire holistic, but linguisticaly diverse, integrated education practices to 

build strong identity. Of course, this is not a new aim: ‘througout the last 40 years Yolŋu 

have said consistently that they want their children to learn both ways, Yolŋu and Balanda’ 
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(Hall, 2017, p. 307). However, it is hoped that the current research will enable balanda 

policy makers and teachers to better understand and implement this message. As a 

concluding personal reflection, I am acutely aware that balanda, (with their research, and 

their policies) come and go; since the interviews, the two balanda teachers and principal at 

Gäwa have moved on after four years’ service, and this is actually a lengthy tenure for 

remote, Northern Territory settings. On the other hand, the Warramiri connection to Gäwa 

is incredibly long and consistent. But individual Yolŋu also pass away, the wuḻman from the 

Wangurri clan the very day after he generously shared his thoughts with me. Out of respect, 

and due to its powerful summation, I give the last word to him: 

You have to decide about what I said earlier, about the teaching, when I’m 

gone. New generation, new children. They should be learning at home first, and 

when the school comes, they can work together… If we have good policy, it will 

stay there. People won’t come and ask me, it’s already in place. 
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#5 Renewing the Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ philosophy: Warramiri 

transculturation education at Gäwa. 

Abstract 

‘Bothways’ was an expression first utilized by Yolŋu educators in the late 1980s to convey 

the profound intercultural epistemological foundations of Yolŋu society that should also 

apply to modern Balanda (white) schooling systems. Despite the pressures from national, 

standardised curriculum and assessment regimes, ‘Bothways’ has not been abandoned by 

remote Yolŋu communities in the 21st century. In this paper we briefly revisit the first 

iterations of the ‘Bothways’ philosophy to demonstrate its symmetry with the Yolŋu 

transculturation heritage (of the Warramiri in particular), developed through many 

centuries of contact with sea-faring visitors. Lastly, we present data from community 

research at Gäwa, a Warramiri homeland on Elcho Island, which demonstrates that through 

a series of ‘multiple balances’, negotiation around issues of bilingual pedagogy, cultural 

knowledge transmission, parental engagement and student-teacher dynamic continues to 

renew the ‘Bothways’ approach in practice. 

Introduction 

The Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ paradigm concerning the interplay between traditional languages, 

cultural knowledge and ‘mainstream’ curriculum has made a radical and profound 

contribution to Australian educational philosophy. Ever since ‘Bothways’ was elucidated in a 

string of memorable manifestations and metaphors in the late 1980s, Yolŋu educators have 

consistently maintained that education must proceed through genuine integration, as 

‘knowledge negotiations are always in a sense intercultural, because they always depend on 
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doing difference together: different land/people configurations, different language habitats, 

different authorities coming together’ (Christie, 2007, p. 70). In the era of nationalisation, 

and in the wake of NAPLAN (introduced in 2008), the Australian Curriculum (first versions in 

2012) and the Wilson report (2014) into Indigenous education in Northern Territory, the 

philosophy has been largely sidelined , the prevailing milieu consisting of ‘deficit, failure and 

intractable problems, with a definition of educational success measured by comparison of 

Indigenous and non-Indigenous scores on standardised literacy and numeracy tests’ 

(Disbray, 2017, p. 237). However, for Warramiri Yolŋu, ‘Bothways’ is still actively pursued, 

the specific educational focus resting upon a deeper transculturation (Ortiz, 1940) 

foundation, evolving from a long history of contact with various waves of visitors from other 

cultures (McIntosh, 1996b). At Gäwa, a Warramiri homeland community on the northern tip 

of Elcho Island, the epistemological emphasis of negotiated knowledge work enacted 

through a dynamic of ‘multiple balances’ continues to renew the ‘Bothways’ philosophy.  

‘Bothways’ Revisited 

In North-East Arnhem Land communities in the late 1980s, long-term Yolŋu educators, often 

framing their theories from community Elders’ input, developed the first ‘Bothways’ 

iterations. In part this was due to the relatively ‘Language-friendly’ Methodist mission 

policies which were ‘much less repressive as far as indigenous traditional life is concerned 

than that operating elsewhere’ (Berndt, 1962, p. 14), partly due to the evolution of bilingual 

education36 after its introduction in 1972, and clearly inspired by the ‘Aboriginalisation 

Program’ adopted by the Department of Education (Marika, 1999). Wearne’s fascinating 

                                                             
36 Whilst progressive, bilingual systems were not adequate, for ‘every Yolngu fits into a big network of many 
clans and languages, and Yolngu children need to know their own clan languages for them to develop a true 
Yolngu identity’ (Christie, 1994, p. 120). 
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thesis demonstrates the incipient philosophy emerging at Yirrkala, just prior to the famous 

‘Action Group’ (Yunupiŋu, 1989; Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990; Marika-Munuŋgiritj, Maymuru, 

Munuŋgurr, Munyarryun, Ŋurruwutthun, & Yunupiŋu, 1990). His monograph focussed on 

Balanda educators realising ‘that Aboriginal decision making should sit alongside ours if 

schooling for Aboriginal people is to be bicultural, thus recognizing both Aboriginal and non-

Aboriginal cultural norms’ (Wearne, 1986, p. 92).37 It was when many of these relevant 

Yirrkala Yolŋu educators continued their tertiary studies that the ‘Bothways’ philosophy 

truly emerged to shape the andragogy at Batchelor College (White, 2015) and became 

readily accessible to a broader audience. From inception, and over an inspired five year 

burst, the Batchelor College (as it was then known) journal Ngoonjook published a string of 

stunning articles, outlining ‘Bothways’ through the sharing of traditional kinship/clan 

dynamics and metaphors. 

Following this sharing in chronological order; Lanhupuy argued that ‘only when the cultural 

orientation of the school becomes Yolngu, will schools become integral to the movement of 

Aborigines towards self-determination…(and) in this sense, a bicultural or 'both ways' 

education for aboriginal children will emerge’ (Lanhupuy, 1988, pp. 2-3). Wunuŋmurra 

explained that ‘the two way idea of negotiating meanings is not new to Yolŋu culture... 

there is negotiation of meanings between the two moieties, Dhuwa and Yirritja, which can 

be applied to negotiation between Yolŋu and Balanda cultures to find the common ground 

that makes up the two way curriculum’ (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p. 13). Marika, Ŋurruwutthun 

and White also referred to this traditional epistemological balancing through the yothu-yindi 

                                                             
37 In fact, the thesis actually demonstrated that even with a commitment to such a philosophy, for Balanda, 
the ‘tide of history and our ethnocentric and assimilatory disposition… significant structural and cognitive 
barriers (exist) which mean we inhibit democratisation and devolution of control’ (Wearne, 1986, p. 37). Also, 
see Stockley, Ganambarr, Munuŋgurr, Munuŋgurr, Wearne, Wunuŋmurra, White, & Yunupiŋu (2017) for an 
overview of this time with references to unpublished Yirrkala manuscripts. 
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(mother-child) dynamic; ‘there is always a connection between a yolngu yothu and its yindi, 

there is always a connection between a yothu piece of land and its mother land’ (Marika, 

Ŋurruwutthun, & White, 1989, p. 19).Yunupiŋu noted that it is ultimately a question of 

control; ‘what we want is BOTH WAYS education -Balanda and Yolŋu ways- but we want the 

Yolŋu to have control over both sides of the curriculum’ (Yunupiŋu, 1989, p. 4). He also 

raised issues of encouraging traditional skills to be specifically taught in schools whereas 

restricted sacred/secret knowledge was to be taught outside school, ‘BUT, the way the 

school is run can encourage these things’ (Yunupiŋu, 1989, p. 5). Marika-Munuŋgiritj 

compared the overall ‘Bothways’ philosophy to the traditional ceremonial concept of 

garma, a ceremonial term; ‘an open word used by both Yirritja and Dhuwa clans describing 

where a Yolngu learning environment begins… negotiation between the two moieties’ 

(Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 43). She also introduced the concepts of milŋurr and gaṉma, 

utilising existing epistemologies from the two moieties as they related to the meeting of 

fresh and salt water and the ‘bala/lili (Give and take; reciprocity) talking of the interactions 

of the tide and the spring… which we can apply to theorising the teacher/learner dynamic’ 

(Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 49). This reciprocity also specifically involved the Elders: ‘we 

have to fulfil obligations to the Ngalapal who instruct us and the children. Bala-lili means 

"giving" and then "getting something back". The obligations that we are under require us to 

do the things that they expect us to do’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 51). Later she outlined 

the pre-eminence of the land in the learning process through the concept of djalkiri 

(footprint) which:  

‘symbolises the foundation, where the human being actually comes into contact with 

the land…the hidden meaning is our core, or foundation. Djalkiri shows us that the 

curriculum must be integrated… how we learn to value the land for the abstract, 
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deep and common knowledge that is derived from the land, giving us meaning and 

identity’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991, p. 18, 22).  

She further fleshed out galtha workshops for curriculum development: ‘a term used for 

gathering together ideas as a starting point for sorting out important issues and problems’ 

(Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991b, p. 33). A group of Elcho Island Yolŋu educators explicitly 

discussed ‘Bothways’, noting that multilingual schooling was necessary: ‘writing and reading 

will be in both ways …reading and writing in their own language so children will learn three 

languages - English, Djambarrpuyngu and their own tribal languages’ (Bepuka et al., 1993, p. 

69). And Yunupiŋu brought national attention to the topic with his Boyer Lecture on ‘a 

curriculum of multiple balances’ (Yunupiŋu, 1994, p. 9) especially through outlining the 

process around preparation of ŋathu, the sacred cycad bread.  

Briefly revisiting these early images and iterations is not to argue for their dominance over 

others or that subsequent interpretations38 are inappropriate; ‘Bothways’ was never 

intended to be a definitive set of principles. However, it is important to reassert that, for 

Yolŋu, it was always an application to education of an intercultural 

ontological/epistemological perspective that already existed within moiety, clan and kinship 

relationships. Thus, for Balanda educators and schooling systems, embracing ‘Bothways’ is a 

self-fulfilling ‘Bothways’ commitment; the ‘embodied, interpretive working through of 

history, place and connectedness into the future is exactly what Yolngu elders insisted 

education has always been like for the young, and should continue to be like’ (Christie, 

2007, p. 74). As of 2007, Christie also ruefully noted that ‘the story of how and why that all 

                                                             
38 ‘Bothways’ has evolved over the decades to embody generalised ‘principles’ which characterize the overall 
philosophy of Batchelor Institute; a student centred, shared learning journey that strengthens Indigenous 
identity (Ober & Bat, 2007). 
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came unstuck is yet to be told’ (Christie, 2007, p. 60), to say nothing of the impact of 

NAPLAN and the Australian Curriculum over the subsequent decade. Nevertheless, despite 

the apparent demise of the philosophy in practice, in smaller homeland communites 

particularly (Greatorex, 2017), it can still flourish. Community research from Gäwa, a 

Warramiri ancestral estate at the northern tip of Elcho Island, demonstrates a clear 

‘Bothways’ renewal. 

Warramiri Transculturation  

Warramiri Heritage 

Before turning to the current research, it is important to contextualise community 

aspirations at Gäwa via an analysis of the recent Warramiri transculturation heritage. The 

Warramiri are one of the Yolŋu yirritja moiety ‘clans’39, and are the people of the coral reef 

and the deep sea (Burrumarra, 1977) with significant ancestral territories stretching up 

through the island chain known in English as the Wessel Islands. Warramiri is also the name 

of the language of the clan, and there are a number of dialects within this Djaŋu language 

(Aboriginal Research and Development Services, 2015). Warramiri was not used as one of 

the Mission ‘bilingual’ languages either for education or Bible translation purposes, and 

none of the key Mission sites was founded on Warramiri land. However, Warramiri 

knowledge practices have significantly impacted Yolŋu-Balanda interactions, largely due to 

the charismatic, enigmatic and quite extraordinary leadership of David Burrumarra ‘whose 

life and work have had a marked impact on the history of Arnhem Land’ (Williams, 1994, p. 

                                                             
39 In anthropological circles there are long-held and significant debates as to how to classify Yolŋu ‘tribes’ or 
‘clans’, particularly in reference to Yolŋu social category terms bäpurru and mala. See Keen 1995 and 2000 for 
an overview. We continue to use ‘clans’ as this term has become accepted by Yolŋu themselves when 
discussing Yolŋu society in English. 
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121). In what was an incredibly full life Burrumarra lived through and contributed 

profoundly to a time of unprecedented change40. He claimed explicitly: ‘my role has been to 

mediate between the people of Arnhem Land and the newcomers, including missionary 

teachers, anthropologists and other scholars… my life’s ambition is to see that knowledge of 

my own Warramiri and related cultures is preserved as far as possible’ (Barnier, 1978, p. 

205). Fascinatingly, long before the terminology had been coined, Burrumarra pursued a 

consistent ‘Bothways’ philosophy throughout his life to achieve these stated aims, based on 

his distinct Warramiri cosmology.  

A number of consistent images emerge from his interactions with Balanda. Vander-Wal 

named his memoir after the phrase ‘hand in hand’ due to a brief conversation with 

Burrumarra in 1972; ‘let us take over gradually…for the time being we must go hand in 

hand’ (Vander-Wal, 1999, p. 30). This somewhat generic metaphor of ‘partnership’ is best 

understood in terms of Clarke’s memory of the same time period41: ‘the image Burrumarra 

conveyed was accompanied by the movement of his hands as if climbing a ladder hand by 

hand… his metaphor envisaged ‘Yolngu ga Balanda’, climbing together, first one in the lead 

with their hand extended to help- then the other in the lead’ (Clarke, 2010, p. 201). In a 

1979 press release he bemoaned the lack of consultation from Balanda authorities: ‘the 

status of the Aboriginal people has gone down. Certainly the money is still forthcoming, but 

it is giving without listening. There is no sense of partnership, no real respect for the 

                                                             
40 Spanning a traditional sea-faring, island childhood, working life including pearling and trepang industries 
with Japanese and balanda, to Mission go-between, and key anthropologist informant. Burrumarra was the 
first Mission school teacher at Elcho Mission and the first Village Council Secretary (1940s), was instrumental 
in establishing bilingual education and the first settled ‘homelands’ (1950s), became involved in the first land 
rights cases and Aboriginal voting rights movements (1960s) and was referred to as the ‘father of Aboriginal 
sea rights’ (McIntosh, 2015, p. 224). 
41 That is, the time of formal consultation with Yolŋu in preparation for the influential Methodist mission ‘Free 
to Decide’ policy change of 1974. 
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Aboriginal law and feelings’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 115). Burrumarra often utilised equality 

motifs of eyes and faces. In 1980, regarding land rights and Yolŋu connections, he wrote: 

‘Why is it that Aboriginal always have to bow down and accept with their eyes shut what the 

white man tells them is good for them, even now when we are supposed to be equal?... 

Governments and Yolŋu people must look at each other face to face’ (Yule, 1980, p. 16). And 

in a 1989 press release, Burrumarra claimed: ‘But the war between ‘black’ and ‘white’ is 

nearly over. We are just about in a position to use both of our eyes to look at each other. In 

the past, it has always been with one eye- looking at each other with much suspicion. Why 

can’t we live together on equal terms?’ (McIntosh, 1996b, p. 15). The ‘Bothways’ implication 

was explicitly elaborated: 

‘As Yolngu we can and will have to learn a lot from the Balanda, but then as Yolngu 

we can also share with the Balanda our knowledge and traditions. We should try to 

educate each other, so that both races can learn from the other. We do not 

subscribe to the one way street ideas, we both offer each other knowledge and 

values. We have to educate each other’ (Top End News, 5 June, 1981, quoted in 

McIntosh, 1996b). 

Overall, this foundation of the Warramiri heritage (as expressed by Burrumarra) can be 

summarised as an expectation that leadership roles/perspectives will oscillate between 

Balanda and Yolŋu and that the ‘other’ itself will be transformed through contact with 

Yolŋu. That is, Balanda are not so much learning about Yolŋu, but learning and growing 

through knowledge contact with Yolŋu; a genuinely reciprocal education process.42 

                                                             
42 Such an approach is reminiscent of Christie’s reflections on decades of translation work; that ‘it is only a 
good translation if it changes the way the English language works … (a) primary goal is to change the way the 
Balanda students understand themselves, rather than to help them understand or make them feel 
comfortable in the Yolŋu world’ (Christie, 2010b, p. 74). 
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However, far more significant than the phrases Burrumarra employed were his genuinely 

revolutionary actions over many decades through directly initiating profound 

religious/political movements. Firstly, he was the key inspiration behind the famous 

‘Adjustment Movement’ of 1957 whereby Warramiri, Wangurri and Gälpu clan Elders 

created and displayed sacred/secret raŋga emblems on wooden poles at Galiwin’ku. 

Numerous anthropologists have analysed ‘The Memorial’ from a range of critical 

perspectives,43 and while it was a multi-faceted and nuanced plan, it is abundantly clear that 

it was an attempt to adapt traditional Yolŋu culture (through the very act of revealing 

sacred/secret knowledge, as well as combining these sacred images with Christian 

symbols44), but simultaneously, it revealed an expectation that by offering up such precious 

possessions, Yolŋu would be appropriately compensated; when ‘the Europeans fulfilled 

their part of the bargain’ (Berndt, 1962, p. 84), transferring authority and practical benefits 

to Yolŋu. As Burrumarra reflected on the events over thirty years later; ‘We knew things 

would not be the same again…this did not mean we forget the past or that the balanda can 

do what they like. This is the Yolngu saying to the balanda, this is the level that we can come 

together’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 103, 109). In a similar vein, Burrumarra facilitated the 

publication of a collection of significant Warramiri artworks with accompanying exegetical 

notes (Cawte, 1993). The crucial aspect was that the designs and accompanying ceremony-

song-stories were further revelations of secret/sacred ‘inside’ information, restricted (up 

until then) from Warramiri women and children, many other Yolŋu clans and certainly from 

                                                             
43 Significant analyses include Berndt, 1962; Bos, 1988; Rudder 1993; Keen 1994; McIntosh 1996b and 2004; 
Morphy, 2005. 
44 Burrumarra was the clear agitator and ‘secretary’ of the movement, but Baṯaŋga as official spokesman 
summarized: ‘I believe in both ways- our own and the Christian. If we had taken both ways and thought of 
them separately we would have become confused. We believe in the old law and we want to keep it: and we 
believe in the Bible too. So we have selected the good laws from both and put them together’ (Berndt, 1962, 
p. 59). 
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Balanda outsiders. But Burrumarra argued that the book was ‘a mirror for all people, no 

matter who, no matter whether white or black. Whoever looks in this mirror and stands by 

me will see himself and myself together, and I call him Brother…Why have we revealed our 

secrets?...We want to make this an entry for Aboriginal people to European culture, and an 

entry for European people to Aboriginal culture’ (Cawte, 1993, p. 1). Lastly, probably the 

most significant of all (but least well known) of Burrumarra’s radical platforms was his 

Warramiri Flag45 and treaty proposal where he designed a new Australian flag as a 

prototype for future (national) Indigenous flags, but also as a culmination of the integration 

process begun in the 1950s.46 It was significant because it not only continued the tradition 

of sacred/secret revelation via the enigmatic Bayini/Birrinydji law, but through this 

revelation also explained why such a process had been pursued by Warramiri all along. His 

subsequent collaboration with McIntosh (1996b, 1999, 2015) enabled a deep and detailed 

analysis of the Warramiri heritage, with a particular focus on the narratives and ceremonial 

references to various ‘waves’ of contact with sea-faring visitors and the associated 

responsibility of the Warramiri (as the yirritja clan of the deep sea) to broker these new 

relationships.47 There are significant debates as to whether the Bayini/Birrinydji narratives 

are a legacy of the sustained contact with Maŋgatharra (‘Macassan’) traders from 

                                                             
45 The flag symbolism was key to the reciprocal progress envisaged; the Warramiri ‘outsider’ song-cycle of 
Bayini/Birrinydji ‘allows different peoples from different lands to be seen as sharing a common origin and 
purpose, and the flag is symbolic of this’, whereas while ‘the Union Jack allowed outsiders to take over and 
ignore Aborigines… (the Flag Treaty could be) a means whereby 'whites' can be led by the hand into a deeper 
understanding of the Aboriginal way of life’ (McIntosh, 1996b, p. 212). 
46 ‘We should have done this in 1957 during the Adjustment Movement. It was never really finished. Now it's 
time to finish what we started. In 1957 we brought out the honourable maḏayin of the Yolngu people. Now it 
is time to bring out the honourable maḏayin of the Balanda, the bandirra (flag)’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 115). 
47 McIntosh’s biographical essays of Burrumarra (McIntosh, 1994) evolved into a revealing doctoral thesis 
(McIntosh, 1996b), a monograph concerning Warramiri cosmology in the context of the Australian 
reconciliation movement (McIntosh, 1999) and numerous articles, helpfully collated (McIntosh, 2015). 
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Sulawesi48 or from their own historical record of contact with older ‘golden-coloured’ sea-

faring vistors such as Bajau, southern islanders off Sulawesi or even the Portuguese  

(McIntosh, 1995). Either way, there is a clear pattern of Warramiri intercultural borrowing 

and assimilating of ‘outsider’ technologies, beliefs and linguistic variations. These include 

significant incorporation of flags, axes, masts, anchors and other items/words into 

Warramiri Bayini/Birrinydji song-cycles (McIntosh, 1996b). Early anthropologists, the 

Berndts, declared back in the 1950s that Yolŋu had long been ‘absorbing into their own 

culture certain new elements, rejecting others that could not readily be adapted to the 

existing pattern’ (Berndt & Berndt, 1954, p. 188). In summary, Burrumarra’s vision was 

complex but consistent: to simultaneously re-assert a traditional Warramiri 

cosmology/ontology, whilst utilising this position to embrace a ‘new’ equality with Balanda: 

‘This is part of the lesson of the Treaty. We are different today than before. We live 

by a new law. Our histories have merged. The law of the past was Bayini for Bayini 

and Yolngu for Yolngu. But we can share the future if there is equality... can we be 

equal in your eyes? Birrinydji in the past dictated that we must honour him and 

follow his law. In the new world we seek equality of a different sort than before. 

Equality in the new world where we live together not apart’ (McIntosh, 1996b, p. 

20). 

McIntosh records that Burrumarra himself viewed ‘his greatest contribution as being in the 

field of education...in particular his enthusiastic support for the introduction of bilingual 

                                                             
48 Macknight’s (1976) classic study of the voyages and impact of the Sulawesi traders known as ‘Macassans’ 
touched briefly on the Bayini narratives. His latest opinion is to ‘continue to see them as a re-working of 
Aboriginal observations on visits to Makassar and, in particular, a shift in the spatial association of the 
information from Sulawesi or some trepanging context to particular sites in Arnhem Land’ (Macknight, 2008, p. 
123). Burrumarra was adamant that they reflect a distinct, much older period of contact (McIntosh, 1995). 
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education at Shepherdson College that may be of most lasting value’ (McIntosh, 1994, p. 

123) and in recent years, Guthadjaka has added a number of Warramiri metaphors to the 

public domain to reaffirm this specifically Warramiri perspective on ‘Bothways’ education. 

Speaking of the emerging philosophy and pedagogy at Gäwa, she introduced lonydju’yirr 

(side by side); ‘the crayfish represents Warramiri people, the line-walking journey of the 

crayfish represents the way Warramiri people move forward together... at Gäwa we have 

discovered that two-way learning creates an environment where the lonydju’yirr principle 

works well. The children are making real progress with their traditional literacy skills and 

their English literacy skills at the same time…even the teachers and balanda children are 

making great progress’ (Guthadjaka, 2010b). She also outlined rrambaŋi marŋgithirr 

(learning together); ‘rrambaŋi marŋgithirr ‘Bothways’ is Teacher teaching students and 

students teaching teacher (bala-räli). The learning is then holistic across two cultures’ 

(Guthadjaka, 2012b). Likewise, gumurrkunhamirr (bridging); 

‘we need to be wise like the stingray…. we need to come together with open heart 

towards each other, so we can have good dialogue and negotiate the way forward 

(gumurrkunhamirr), move from murky water to clear water’ (Guthadjaka, 2014).49 

Transculturation Education 

In one sense, it is unnecessary to link Warramiri philosophising with broader academic 

categories or theories; ‘Bothways’, by definition, represents the legitimacy and power of 

different theories and epistemologies working together, whilst retaining their 

distinctiveness. However, ‘Bothways’ also represents the position that in the process of 

                                                             
49 For further discussion, see van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019. 
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negotiating knowledge practices, new ideas, and indeed, worlds are born.50 Furthermore, as 

noted, ‘Bothways’ has come under increasing pressure in the age of educational 

standardisation in Australia; recourse to international theory is not here pursued to 

legitimize the approach, but to assist in garnering critical attention, establishing further 

research possibilities and facilitating  ‘Bothways’ survival. Thus, in the spirit of ‘Bothways’ 

negotiation, we offer a brief overview of transculturation as a sociological paradigm which 

resonates with the Warramiri heritage. 

As a specific term, transculturation (as an alternative to acculturation) was coined by Ortiz in 

his study of the history of tobacco and sugar in Cuba. Instead of one culture transitioning to 

another, a more complex ‘loss or uprooting of a previous culture, which could be a called a 

partial deculturation, and… the consequent creation of new cultural phenomena which 

could be called neoculturation’ (Ortiz, 1940, p. 32) should be analysed. There are some 

misgivings in utilising the term; the trans (across) prefix is broad and gives no real hint to the 

intended meaning, the term itself has not been greatly utilised in the social sciences and 

Ortiz’s own initial theorising is somewhat inconsistent (Millington, 2005). Nevertheless, it is 

clear from his application of the term that Ortiz was ‘interested in the effects of encounter 

on both cultures’ (Millington, 2005, p. 212), and that transculturation can be defined as ‘an 

active, self-conscious cultural combination that is a tool for aesthetic or critical production’ 

(Moreiras, 2001, p. 185). McMahon explicitly links the process with ‘“mutual borrowing”, 

which recognizes that the “indigenous” culture alters the “foreign” just as the “foreign” 

alters the “indigenous”’ (McMahon, 2004, p. 3), and Rogers notes the ‘ongoing, circular 

appropriations of elements of multiple cultures, including elements that are themselves 

                                                             
50 ‘In this Yolŋu metaphysics, the knowable world comes out of the action, not the other way around’ (Christie, 
2013b, p. 52). 
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transcultural’ (Rogers, 2006, p. 491). Renowned anthropologist Malinowski perhaps best 

summarized the concept in the introduction to Ortiz’s work itself: 

Transculturation is a process in which something is always given in return for what 

one receives, a system of give and take. It is a process in which both parts of the 

equation are modified, a process from which a new reality emerges, transformed 

and complex… an exchange between two cultures, both of them active, both 

contributing their share, and both co-operating to bring about a new reality 

(Malinowski, in Ortiz 1940, p. viii - ix). 

Regarding education specifically, transculturation has mostly been applied to the higher 

education sector, particularly in relation to Native American Indians where Huffman has 

steadily propounded the premise that ‘transculturated individuals do not academically 

succeed in spite of being American Indian, it is because they are American Indian’ (Huffman, 

2010, p. 116). Ultimately, he acknowledges that he has modified Ortiz’s original definition; 

‘transculturation does not accept the notion that cultural exchanges necessarily lead to 

cultural hybridization with some degree of cultural loss’ (Huffman, 2010, p. 119). However, 

for present purposes, we maintain the usage of the term in its original sense, as it synergises 

powerfully with the outlined Warramiri heritage. Indeed, the transculturation paradigm of 

partial deculturation, emergent neoculturation, with an expectation that the ‘other’ would 

undergo a similar process as both parties actively contribute to the creation of the new 

reality, resonates powerfully with the Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ educational philosophy and the 

specific Warramiri perspective. Malinowski’s ‘give and take’ is a virtual synonym of the 

classic bala/lili, Burrumarra’s hand in hand and Guthadjaka’s rrambaŋi marŋgithirr dynamic. 

The ‘exchange between cultures, both of them active, both contributing’ provides a fitting 
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summary for gaṉma, Burrumarra’s entry and merging, and Guthadjaka’s lonydju’yirr. And 

‘cooperating to bring about a new reality’ certainly captures the essence of the metaphysics 

of the galtha/garma negotiation, Burrumarra’s lifelong vision to integrate Christianity and 

Yolŋu cosmology and Guthadjaka’s own holistic gumurrkunhamirr spiritual combinations 

(Guthadjaka, 2014). Thus, overall we can categorize the aspiration at Gäwa as Warramiri 

‘Bothways’ transculturation education. 

Positionality and Methodology 

Gäwa is a homeland community of approximately 30-50 residents. Most of these are school-

aged children, living within various kinship networks, often under their grandparents’ 

guidance. There is a fully accredited school (Gäwa Christian School) with a pre-school, 

‘junior’ and ‘senior’ class. There are two Balanda classroom teachers and a principal with 

another 4-5 staff (both Balanda and Yolŋu) for administration, transport, maintenance, food 

preparation and classroom support. The Gäwa narrative from the mid 1980s is an inspiring 

story of vision and resilience; cutting roads, sleeping on the beach, digging bores, and 

ultimately forming partnerships to build permanent housing and a well-resourced school 

(Bruce & Huddleston, 2006; Harris & Gartland, 2011). It is also a robust story of post-colonial 

resistance to the centralisation of Indigenous communities and homogenisation of 

Indigenous languages and culture; a true tale of self-determination (Gäwa Christian School, 

2017). Ben lived and worked at Gäwa as the first ‘senior’ class teacher, often team-teaching 

with Guthadjaka, Warramiri Elder and qualified teacher who had worked for many decades 

in bilingual education and in pioneering the Gäwa community (Baker, Garŋgulkpuy & 

Guthadjaka, 2014; Nungalinya, 2017). From 2011-2016, they worked together in designing 

and creating the ‘Warramiri website’ (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2017) and the 
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community research outlined below both fed into the website design/curriculum 

development and functioned as primary data in policy development for the school. Thus, 

the overall positionality was an insider/outsider dynamic: Ben had been a teacher and knew 

the local, remote context, but was no longer employed by the governing Northern Territory 

Christian Schools organisation and he had been adopted into the Warramiri kinship system, 

but as a Djambarrpuyŋu ‘child’ to the Warramiri clan. Thus, culturally, he was in an 

appropriate position to learn of the Warramiri vision, but to also present practical questions 

to teachers. Guthadjaka is the universally acknowledged Warramiri educational expert, but 

directing Ben to undertake interviews allowed her to add her own thoughts whilst also 

giving space for others to offer their unique perspectives, especially her son-in-law who is 

Ceremonial Custodian for the Warramiri but with whom she cannot directly converse.  

Overall, the research analysed whether the ‘Bothways’ transculturation vision was shared by 

all members of Gäwa community and how might it function, practically, in the school and 

community. The methodological approach undertaken was a qualitative, semi-structured 

interview process. As just under a decade of formal partnership between Gäwa community 

and Northern Territory Christian Schools existed, it was also decided that an appropriate 

approach was to frame open-ended questions around the history and vision of the school, 

the curriculum and pedagogy patterns, as a form of informal review. Key starter questions 

included: 

- Why is there a school at Gäwa- what was/is the community vision? 

- What should Warramiri children be taught as they grow up? 

- How should Yolŋu language/culture be taught in the school and/or the community?  

- If there were no restrictions, what would school be like if you were the boss? 
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- What are the successes and challenges for the school? 

The research was also committed to applying a critical Indigenous methodology, mandating 

the genesis, accountability and evaluation of any research be undertaken by the local 

Indigenous participants (Denzin, Lincoln & Tuhiwai Smith, 2008). Thus, as self-realisation, 

the research process was itself envisaged as a ‘Bothways’ process, pre-determined by Yolŋu 

priorities. In this regard we relied on established practices of community consultation and 

participation as had been verbally transmitted to us by Gäwa Elders, insisting that all 

community members (including Balanda) should be included in formal interviews, as 

moving forward together was the primary goal. We also relied on methodological principles 

developed by Christie and others through collaborative research projects with Yolŋu over 

many decades at Charles Darwin University (CDU).51 In summary form, we were committed 

to abiding by the maxim that all action (including research) must assist preservation of 

established kinship and social interactions; ‘the academic tradition comes with its sealed 

package of epistemic criteria based upon reason. But Yolŋu often judge truthfulness in 

research through other criteria to do with... agreement in good faith’ (Christie, 2009, p. 32). 

Furthermore, the research needed to contribute to the actual resolution of the issues at 

hand; it should be generative; ‘Ground-up research develops and deploys theory in the 

service of action on local problems. The researcher is an engaged observer, and works to 

generate change practices through the research position’ (Christie, 2013, p. 3). Indeed, as 

Yolŋu reject any notion of ‘judging observer’, and the connected foundation of epistemic 

equality, community research requires the entire community to have input (‘Yolŋu are 

                                                             
51 Significant multi-year research projects such as ‘Indigenous Knowledge Traditions, and Digital technology’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/ik/ikhome.html), ‘Teaching from 
Country’(http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/index.html) and ‘ICT and Capacity Building in Remote 
Communities’ (http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/inc/) all directly involved Yolŋu co-researchers. 
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experienced in building agreement while taking difference seriously’, Christie, 2009, p.31), 

whilst agreeing that not everyone knows (or can know) everything equally. Thus, the key 

research task was to ensure the ‘right people talking to the right people in the right place at 

the right time in the right order’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). None of these principles easily 

synergise with western-academic traditions, and therefore Christie concludes by 

appropriating the term transdisciplinary, with Yolŋu and balanda researchers ‘negotiating 

rules of engagement, evidence and validation’ (Christie, 2006b, p. 81). Akin to the gaṉma 

metaphor of (at times) difficult interaction/negotiation, the resulting research 

‘methodological and epistemological messiness… is something to be accepted and 

examined; it is productive’ (Christie, 2006b, p. 82).  

In practical terms, in the very small homeland context at Gäwa, working in ‘good faith’ (in 

both senses of the term) was crucial and was handled by very carefully positioning 

differences as valued and alternative options, not conflicts. The medium of potential 

structures/uses of the Warramiri website greatly facilitated this process. Of course, the 

website was also the major generative outcome itself (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2017), 

alongside formal policy recommendations to both the school and the Northern Territory 

Christian Schools system office, as well as long-term commitments from Charles Darwin 

University to undertake further professional development and research opportunities for 

Gäwa. In honouring the right ‘people-place-order’ epistemology, we intentionally took 

several years to complete the research, and the interviews were conducted mostly in Yolŋu 

languages which took considerable further time to transcribe and translate accurately. In 

presenting the data, an appropriate hierarchy is also maintained: Gäwa Elders’ (W, G,) 

statements are foregrounded, with other Elders from Warramiri and other closely 

connected clans (Gä, Bu, Ba, C, Wu) also highlighted, interacting with Balanda responses (K, 
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S, M, Ma). Overall, we believe we did embody the key lesson, to ‘work slowly and allow new 

ideas and practices to emerge here and how, and grow slowly through mutual respect and a 

history of shared experience’ (Christie, 2009, p. 32). 

Gäwa: Multiple Balances 

Appropriating Yunupiŋu’s (1994) ‘Bothways’ expression of ‘multiple balances’, primary 

interview data with discussion is now presented as a series of bala-räli (backwards and 

forwards) pairings: 

School-Community 

G: Balanda, as they come in, their thinking is to build something here, in the Yolŋu 

community. But they don’t ask first “What do you need?” It’s just like they are 

bringing new ideas, from the ‘mainstream’. And they end up failing, feeling bad, 

packing up their things and leaving. And they leave because they had come with their 

own thinking…And here, when balanda come into the school with a new law, they 

need to talk backwards and forwards, bring ‘both ways’ communication first. And 

then we can move together. 

Wu: If they (Balanda) come in and learn, that’s good. They shouldn’t come in and 

take over. If you build the foundation on rock…I built my school like this and when 

balanda came, they have to work with us and learn.  

Elders desire for balanda to work with Yolŋu, but for the foundation to come from 

Warramiri identity and priorities. The ‘Bothways’ concept here is explicitly referenced and 

described as a process of communication, of continual negotiation which allows mutual 

progress (rrambaŋi marrtji) and for Balanda to learn. Many of the Balanda responses 
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indicated a strong willingness to enter such negotiation and demonstrated how it is an 

evolving process based on building relationships:  

Ma: ‘You have to say, ‘what do they want?’… before you can make any decisions 

about whatever you wanted to do’  

M: ‘Yo, come and join in…You know, we’re working together  

S: We know where we want to go; we all need to work together at it.  

Such statements seem to marry very well with the priorities of Yolŋu retaining sway about 

communal decisions and for there to be back and forth communication. There were some 

hints that this communication is not always easy however, not so much from a language 

barrier point of view, but a perception that the school and community function as separate 

domains.  

M: Feel like the classroom is yours! We’re not just stuck over there and it’s us and 

them 

Ma: One of my biggest challenges. I think, finding out, where, what are we aiming 

for? You know, and having a goal. And I’ve asked community that and find it hard to 

get a response at times  

S: C and G had a different idea when they started the school and different people 

bring in different things… it wasn’t even the words that were said but the context in 

which they were said which caused some disharmony.  

Thus, issues arose relating to attempting to persuade Yolŋu to enter the actual classroom, to 

worrying that the class activities are not reflecting what the community actually desires, to 

concern that the original vision may be lost over time, or simply struggling with inevitable 
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cross-cultural communication issues. However, all these issues (role-differentiation, vision 

setting/retaining, communication breakdown) are common in any cross-cultural situation 

and are certainly apparent in any school context in dealing with directions, parental 

engagement and inadvertent miscommunication. Thus, though the responses indicate a 

continual (S): need for change and growth and getting the balance better, this can be seen 

as quite a positive emphasis (redolent of gaṉma and gumurrkunhamirr images) to prevent 

stagnancy and dissatisfaction.  

In truth, a range of specific issues were raised in the interviews from training of Assistant 

Teachers, to pathways to boarding school, timing of school holidays, special interest 

subjects, use of digital technology and potential ranger/reef programs. Space does not allow 

further consideration of them here, but a key recommendation to Northern Territory 

Christian Schools concerned the creation of a first school ‘council’52 so that such specific 

areas could be analysed for the school and community moving forward together. 

Teacher-Teacher 

Key questions concerning the role of ‘language and culture’; of how traditional Warramiri 

knowledge should interact with the Balanda framework called ‘school’ was envisaged to 

focus primarily on curriculum and pedagogy. However, participants (including teachers) 

focussed more on the Balanda and Yolŋu adult working together in each class. Thus, though 

issues of curriculum, language medium and pedagogy were raised, we have chosen to utilise 

the figurative ‘Teacher-Teacher’ to encapsulate this dynamic. Yolŋu Elders were adamant: 

                                                             
52 The 2018 Gäwa Christian School Annual Action Plan key priority in governance and leadership is to ‘continue 
conversations with community leaders and members as to the feasibility and purposes of an ‘action group’ 
and/or School Council’ (Gäwa Christian School, personal correspondence, March, 2018). 



272 
 

W: Yolŋu Matha and English, it’s good to have both together...and when they finish 

the school day, they should continue to learn Yolŋu law and connections.  

G: My thinking is for both- I started bilingual education here and they learnt Yolŋu 

Matha teaching and the children learnt well. And I want that to happen, for there to 

be teamwork, to plan together the Balanda teacher and the Yolŋu teacher. The 

Balanda will help the Yolŋu Assistant planning, not the teacher working by himself. 

That’s what bilingual is- both roads, both ways. 

Gä: We need to teach our culture, boys hunting with spears, girls going for shellfish 

first and then into the bush for yams and other food there…It’s good to have both; 

balanda teaching English, Yolŋu teachers teaching Yolŋu Matha. Work together. 

Later Balanda can speak Yolŋu Matha and Yolŋu speaking English, that’s good. 

Bu: Yes, cultural aspects; dancing and painting and totems…where they come from. 

Learn all that in school. Later, when they grow up, the children know and they have 

to teach their own children the same way. 

Ba: Writing at school, reading and writing Yolŋu Matha. Most kids can talk Yolŋu 

Matha, but it is important to have Yolŋu Matha learning; reading and writing. 

Undoubtedly, ‘language and culture’ is desired to be part of the everyday curriculum at 

school. Although all Yolŋu made comments about how such learning should take place 

primarily through ceremonies, funerals and everyday life activities- that these are still the 

main areas where intergenerational transmission of traditional knowledge and practice 

should function- they were also explicit that Yolŋu Matha and learning songs, art, dances, 

stories and totemic connections should be part of ‘school’ too. As G makes clear, lessons 

should be actually planned and sequenced like other lessons through a ‘team teaching’ 
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approach (a literal ‘Bothways’) for this is to be realised. But what does this look like in 

practice, in terms of timetables and lessons? How transculturated can the curriculum 

become without compromising the funding commitment to teach the breadth of the 

Australian Curriculum? Is a once per week session of breaking into boys and girls adequate? 

Or one ‘language and culture’ lesson per day? Is a 50/50 medium of instruction split 

feasible? From the Balanda perspective, it is these practical questions and/or restrictions 

that were most problematic. Both classroom teachers provided an example of their 

approach and where they saw this ‘Bothways’ curriculum and pedagogy coming together 

successfully:  

M: What I’d really like to see for them personally is that they become confident in the 

language and literature of both worlds. And that’s what I’ve endeavoured to do… to 

sequentially teach them the skills in English and at the same time, in Yolngu Matha 

as well… I think it’s doable. I’ve tried to do it and I can see that the kids are 

progressing... And I need to, ’cause I’m here as well.  

And then the cultural thing is not an add-on… our curriculum’s being drawn together 

and negotiated with the community ’cause that’s the way it should be done too, as 

the seasons being the all over-arching theme… we look at what’s flowering, the 

animals, the plants, the birds, the cultural activities, you know, the dances and things 

connected with those things. And that’s integrated into our History and Social Studies 

and Science. 

Ma: I think it should be in the school. I don’t do it justice. But I think, now having 

more Yolŋu aides in the class, lends itself to getting them to take more ownership. 

But yeah, I do, I think it’s valuable to have both, to mix both. You’re trying, you know, 
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having the Australian Curriculum, trying to mesh it all together, but the best term I 

had was focusing on the Macassans and the history focus and I felt that it actually 

came together… We had heaps of community input, people everywhere… a good 

mesh, not perfect, but good community involvement, working together… the kids 

were excited and assessing them I did orally and I said; ‘Speak in you know, 

whatever, English, Yolngu whatever you feel comfortable’ And they did, they did 

both. To record that was good, to find what they’d learnt and knew already. It was 

good. 

These excerpts are important and revealing. They are important because the Balanda 

teachers felt successful in balancing the community’s focus on ‘language and culture’ with 

the mainstream Australian Curriculum. In particular, (M) developed a scope and sequence 

for phonemic and phonetic awareness/skills within a seasonal focus and (Ma) worked up an 

integrated unit based on Macassan contact. They felt like it was doable; formal summative 

assessments were possible and progress was recordable. And they are revealing excerpts 

because a certain humility is also evident; (Ma) acknowledging that even with this success I 

don’t do it justice and (M) positioning herself as learner of Yolŋu language and culture ’cause 

I’m here as well. Such expressions are the kind of reciprocal education commitments that 

the Yolŋu Elders are seeking from Balanda who come to work with them in raising the 

younger generation. They are fine examples of the (G) teamwork, to plan together the 

Balanda teacher and the Yolŋu teacher, of having (W) Yolŋu Matha and English, it’s good to 

have both together with a clear focus on (Bu) cultural aspects; dancing and painting and 

totems, but also to reflect that it is (B) important to have Yolŋu Matha learning; reading and 

writing. 
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However, there are hints even within these excerpts of a certain unease about whether the 

teachers are capable of doing what the community desires in terms of ‘Bothways’ teaching 

and learning. These concerns are most clearly seen in extracts from (K) as Principal, 

considered the conduit between the school and the community by all parties:  

K: It appears to me that the community want us to partner with them… so, they’re 

asking us to teach aspects of culture or have asked us to teach aspects of that. 

They’re happy to be a part of that to some extent but seem to want us to… they’re 

looking for us to drive that. And bring them along with it to some degree…                                

But at the same time, we’re not the authority; we don’t hold the knowledge. It’s 

ridiculous for us to become ‘the way’ of teaching language or culture because we’re 

not, we don’t hold the authority to do that… And so that puts a significant reliance 

upon the community to partner with us. So, they want to see that happening, we 

really need them to work with us for that to happen. Otherwise it becomes very 

difficult. 

So, the kinship day where we sat down and tried to understand- and it was more for 

us actually and they were very gracious and accommodating with that, and excited 

that we were excited to know and all those sorts of things. But that was, it was a day 

and somehow we need to grow that into much bigger things than that. 

These extracts are drawn from a number of the set questions, but they hang together as 

evidence of the school leadership wishing to take on board the desire for cultural content to 

be part of everyday practice, but largely feeling inadequate to do so. There is an 

appreciation that the community is ‘looking for us to drive that’ but an unease that ‘we’re 

not the authority’ in the sense of Balanda teaching Warramiri language and culture. There 
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was also a distinct acknowledgement that even the most successful ‘cultural’ kinship day 

was really for  balanda benefit, it was a ‘Bothways’ time surely, but not part of a systematic 

program for the students’ own cultural knowledge progress. The final research report 

provided to Northern Territory Christian Schools raised this ambiguity around defining 

‘Bothways’ for the local context, and importantly, in 2018, a key, whole-of-school strategy 

from the Annual Action Plan is to ‘develop a clear, local articulation of what “both ways 

learning” means in philosophy and practice for our school’ (Gäwa Christian School, personal 

communication, March, 2018, p. 2). We view this as a vital, generative step for the ongoing 

renewal of ‘Bothways’ education at Gäwa. 

 Student-Parent 

Although not clear without further context, Balanda expressions above we really need them 

to work with us, we need to grow into much bigger things than that should be understood 

as calling out for more actual people in the classroom, not a figurative complaint about the 

existing Gäwa community. That is, there is literally a paucity of adult Yolŋu at Gäwa much of 

the time, with the Elders (as grandparents), often looking after households of 5-12 children. 

Interestingly, an inter-generational aim was an aspect of the very first iteration of 

‘Bothways’ with one role of the bicultural school to help maintain the crucial connection 

between students and the Elders (McConvell, 1981). Early Yolŋu iterations also explicitly 

acknowledged this issue (Lanhupuy, 1988, Marika-Mununggiritj et al., 1990). However, at 

Gäwa, it is the intermediate parental generation that is more disconnected. This practical 

reality alluded to by balanda, was explicitly raised by Yolŋu respondents, particularly when 

addressing what was challenging: 
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W: The school is good, but the parents need to help us. It would be great if the whole 

families stayed here (Gäwa), not moving up and down all the time (to Galiwin’ku). 

The children can then stay at Gäwa and not be part of the bad things happening at 

Galiwin’ku. 

Ba: We should have more Yolŋu parents coming up. More interest. Seeing what their 

kids are doing. We should be proud of our kids, not just ‘sending’ them...they are 

doing great work. 

Gä: And now, many of the kids are at Gäwa, but the families are still here 

(Galiwin’ku). If all the parents went and lived there, the education would be really 

good. 

Bu: One other thing, families should go and move and live at Gäwa. So they can live 

there and recognize/know each other, not all mixed up (with other clans at 

Galiwin’ku). 

Ga: We started the school, working, working...because we didn’t want to get mixed 

up here at Galiwin’ku school. We wanted our family, all of them, to be living at 

Gäwa. Good things might happen. 

Thus, there is a clear desire from the Warramiri Elders and associated kin for the younger, 

parental generation to be more heavily involved at Gäwa. This is certainly from both a 

practical desire for assistance raising the children, but also from a social perspective of 

maintaining specific Warramiri kinship ties, on Warramiri land. Although somewhat beyond 

the scope of this educational research, following the generative methodology and Christie’s 

associated advice to act through ‘double participation… as both an activist committed to 

justice for Aboriginal people and an academic committed to understanding and enhancing 
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the practices of government and the academy’ (Christie, 2014, p. 68), in 2018, we have 

begun community consultation and education around establishing a local corporation to 

facilitate better work/training opportunities and housing options. For the parental 

generation, these issues have emerged as crucial blockers to permanently residing at Gäwa, 

and thus, realizing this aspect of the ‘Bothways’ philosophy. 

Teacher-Student 

A last, vital pairing concerns the dynamic between the balanda teachers and students 

themselves. As noted, Guthadjaka has highlighted this area explicitly through her ‘Learning 

Together’ (rrambaŋi marŋgithirr) explanations and it was a crucial aspect of early 

‘Bothways’ iterations (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p15; Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 47). There is a 

powerful symmetry with Freirean pedagogies evident, and a deep resonance with many of 

Burrumarra’s recorded emphases, especially concerning the issue of the hand-over of 

control and genuine trust required by the ‘oppressors’ (cf Wearne, 1986). The explicit 

rejection of the ‘banking’ concept of education also greatly matches expressed Yolŋu 

theories of education (Yolŋu Aboriginal Consultants Initiative, 2008; Christie, 2011). Indeed, 

‘the raison d’être of liberation education… lies in its drive towards reconciliation. Education 

must begin with the solution of the teacher-student contradiction’ (Freire, 1970, p. 53). 

Thus, it is more than a tokenistic gesture for balanda to position themselves as learners, to 

grapple with Yolŋu Matha language learning and to begin to study the deep Warramiri 

cosmological and ontological foundations. It is evidence that the teacher-learner dynamic is 

reciprocal. Some responses addressed this issue, not just in terms of it being good for 

students to see themselves as teachers for their self-esteem, but how the whole 

relationship to learning changes: 
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C: They have linguistic skills that they bring into the classroom and what is needed is 

teachers, fortunately we have such teachers, teachers who are willing to learn as well 

as teach and you can have two-way learning going. A child who is functioning as a 

teacher and valued as a teacher, responds tremendously, they’re so enthusiastic 

about sharing what they know... they just get so motivated when someone values 

what they know and they’re able to contribute.  

M: They know so much- and to try and channel that, I guess that’s what we’ve tried 

to do. You know, even with the boys and girls program, try and give some leadership 

and guidance and different skills. Stuff that they already know and maybe think of- 

that’s been especially with the older boys, and girls. 

The willingness of balanda to learn Yolŋu Matha (and Warramiri in particular53) and 

formalising this process through sessions run by bilingual community members and students 

is a potential ‘Bothways’ concept to explore. There is certainly historical precedent of 

mandatory Language classes from the mission and bilingual eras (Wearing, 2007; Hall, 2017) 

and sporadic attempts at similar practice in the more recent past at Gäwa. This area, in 

particular, is a very visible and clear transculturation embodiment. 

Conclusion 

Despite the pressures of standardised curriculum and assessment regimes, the profound 

‘Bothways’ philosophy of education has not been abandoned by remote Northern Territory 

Yolŋu communities. Indeed, since the late 1980s, there has been remarkable consistency 

applying pre-existing kinship, moiety and land based epistemological foundations to modern 

                                                             
53 The specific issue of Warramiri versus Djambarrpuyŋu language (the Yolŋu lingua franca of Elcho Island) as 
used and learned in school is another pairing that was raised as a significant issue. The complexities of this 
situation necessitate a separate discussion (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019). 
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schooling. Specific clan and language variations and metaphors only further add to the 

renewal of the ‘Bothways’ movement. In smaller contexts such as the Warramiri homeland 

at Gäwa, ‘Bothways’ education also draws on a deeper cross-cultural dynamic of 

transculturation whereby reciprocal learning and adaption to new circumstances continues 

through on-going negotiation and balancing. From research at Gäwa, complicated issues of 

Warramiri language revival, parental engagement, genuine team-teaching pedagogies, 

student-teacher reciprocation and holistic education priorities emerged, vis-à-vis the 21st 

century Australian Curriculum context. There are no easy answers to many of these 

interrelated themes, but a renewed commitment from the school to elucidate and 

continually negotiate a ‘Bothways’ philosophy of education with associated policy 

foundations, is certainly a positive initiative. Indeed, although ‘Bothways’ has been 

theorized for over 25 years, the practical realities of negotiating a way forward together 

have always been paramount. As with the Warramiri crayfish walking side-by-side 

(lonydju’yirr), the ‘Bothways’ ‘central question was always: are we heading in the right 

direction?’ (White, 2015, p. 13). 
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#6 Yuṯa Gonydjuy: the ‘New Wax’ Warramiri Yolŋu parable as 

transculturation literature and Lonydju’yirr Literacy at Gäwa. 

Abstract 

Yuṯa Gonydjuy (The New Wax) is a children’s story written by Kathy Guthadjaka, an 

Indigenous Elder from Gäwa, Elcho Island, notheast Arnhem land in the Northern Territory. 

Yuṯa Gonydjuy has been illustrated and published in both Warramiri and English via the 

bilingual Literature Production Centre at Galiwin’ku, in 1998. There is also a digital, 

interactive version of the story and it is available online (as alphabetic text only) as part of 

the ‘Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages’ (2015). Yuṯa Gonydjuy is an allegorical parable 

with both traditional Yolŋu and Christian themes and considering the transculturation 

history and ontological priorities of the Warramiri Yolŋu, Yuṯa Gonydjuy is a most 

appropriate text. Furthermore, the potential for Yuṯa Gonydjuy to be utilised within a 

Lonydju’yirr (aligning side-by-side) multiliteracy approach at Gäwa is compelling and offers 

fresh insight into a generative, ‘bothways’ Yolŋu pedagogy.  

 

 

 

Figure 20: Gäwa Homeland, 2010 
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Introduction and Positionality   

In 2010, Ben van Gelderen was living and working at Gäwa. Gäwa is a homeland of the 

Warramiri (Figure 20); the name of one of the yirritja ‘clans’ of the Yolŋu people and also of 

their endangered language (ARDS Aboriginal Corporation, 2015). Ben was the first teacher 

of the Damala class, the upper-primary/middle school cohort of Gäwa Christian School, 

which had been founded only six years previously. In fact, Gäwa as a settled community 

itself was then only a few decades old. Kathy Guthadjaka (Gotha), as Warramiri Elder, in 

conjunction with her kinship network of Yolŋu families, was a major influence in the 

community development of Gäwa and the first teacher at the new school, having worked 

for decades at the bilingual Shepherdson College in Galiwin’ku (Baker, Garŋgulkpuy & 

Guthadjaka, 2014; Nungalinya, 2017). Her passion has always been to see Warramiri 

children grow into maturity in a holistic, Yolŋu fashion. She has spoken extensively on the 

need for young Warramiri to remain connected to their homelands, of learning traditional 

Warramiri language and cultural knowledge, and the gradual process of stepping into a full 

‘mainstream’ balanda (white) education as a ‘best of both worlds’ (Guthadjaka, 2010, 

2010b, 2013). To this end, over the years she has collected and developed an incredible 

array of digital resources to be utilised in school; women’s crying-songs, stories, artworks, 

parables, seasonal and hunting recordings and explcit Warramiri language resources. In co-

teaching with Gotha at Gäwa in 2010, Ben was keen to incorporate these specific Warramiri 

texts into the curriculum to continue the multilingual and intercultural, ‘bothways’ 

aspirations of the community (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019). However, what does a 

commitment to ‘bothways’ literacy truly mean, as pedagogy, as classroom practice? 

(Wearne, 1986). One of the most famous motifs for ‘bothways’ education that Yolŋu 
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educators shared in the 1980s was the gaṉma54 lagoon where salt and fresh water meet. 

Gaṉma is both a real place and a metaphor for a negotiated curriculum, where Traditional 

Knowledges and ‘western’ education mingle and interact. On paper it is a powerful and 

accessible motif (Figure 21) and has been expounded as one of the key images outlining the 

Yolŋu philosophy of education (Marika, Ngurruwutthun & White, 1989, Marika-

Mununggiritj, 1990). However, when balanda teachers visited the gaṉma, in actuality, they 

found ‘this celebrated site of constant interaction and production to be smelly, muddy, 

eerily quiet in the mangroves, inaccessible and infested with biting insects and (probably) 

crocodiles’ (Christie & Verran, 2013, p. 303). We choose this metaphor to demonstrate that 

metaphor itself is only the beginning; the real work comes in the practical negotiation 

between cultural understandings and priorities. It can be fraught and difficult work in the 

intercultural space, as epistemologies, and definitions of literature and literacy jostle for 

ascendancy. Nevertheless, such negotiation and adaptation are not to be withdrawn from; 

therein lies the power and potential of transculturation (Ortiz, 1940) practice.  

In terms of research positionality and educational context, Ben and Gotha planned the 

literacy unit together, utilising the (then) supported ‘Accelerated Literacy’ scaffolding-

literacy approach to develop both English and Warramiri multiliteracy priorities. Each day 

the morning session until recess was dedicated to study of the set texts (both the Warramiri 

Yuṯa Gonydjuy and a selection of English allegories) and many of the afternoon sessions 

were spent on related activities as described below. Following Gotha’s direction, the 

pedagogy was clearly an iteration of the traditional Northern Territory bilingual ‘team 

                                                             
54 There were a string of metaphors/images shared by Yolŋu educators to elucidate their epistemology and 
philosophy of education (Marika-Munuŋgiritj & Christie, 1995, Christie, 2007), and new ‘clan’ based 
adaptations continue to emerge, including Warramiri iterations (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019). However, 
in meta-analyses of ‘bothways’ in the 21st century, gaṉma is the image often relied upon (Ober & Bat, 2007, 
Bat & Shore, 2013). 
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teaching’ approach (DEET, 1986). Overall, we argue that Yuṯa Gonydjuy functions at various 

levels; it is an example of transculturation literature from a Warramiri perspective, an 

urgent plea to maintain such an approach, and was a central text in the enactment of the 

approach through a Warramiri ‘bothways’ Lonydju’yirr multiliteracy curriculum at Gäwa in 

2010. Before an analysis of Yuṯa Gonydjuy itself, a brief history of the evolution of Yolŋu 

literature/literacy in the missionary and bilingual eras will help contextualise the research 

into this fascinating text. 

 

 

 

Yolŋu Multiliteracy 

Yolŋu is the accepted term for the conglomerate of connected ‘clans’ from Northeast 

Arnhem Land. Yolŋu have a fascinating history of contact with ‘outside’ influences, including 

‘Macassan’ traders from Sulawesi, Japanese pearlers, Methodist missionaries and 

government educationalists, and have been, for centuries, ‘absorbing into their own culture 

certain new elements, rejecting others that could not readily be adapted to the existing 

pattern’ (Berndt & Berndt, 1954, p. 188). Christie often highlights that in philosophical 

research with Yolŋu, the foundational (ontological and epistemological) defining question is 

paramount (Christie, 1994, 1997). In this instance: what is literature/literacy? How does one 

Figure 21: Gaṉma (Marika, 1999, p. 113). 
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circumscribe it? Is it defined as something that can be read? Clearly, as with other 

Indigenous peoples, for Yolŋu, the land itself can be read: ‘the land contains our information 

about our traditional way of life. It’s written there. It’s like a library for our people and 

children’ (Rrurrambu, 1980, p. 33). Is it, then, something that is made of language and can 

be read? But again, ‘the land is readable precisely because it was made of language: it was 

by singing and talking that the creating ancestors formed what they found into knowable 

and sayable reality’ (Christie, 1995, p. 78). Furthermore, there are complications with the 

accepted, western definition of reading; of a signifier and a signified. For in Yolŋu ontology 

the metaphoric link between language and the external reality is not, in fact, metaphoric. A 

renowned Yolŋu of the ‘bothways’ era queried Christie concerning balanda ontologies; 

whether ‘the cliff face were a metaphor for the human face, or vice versa. Does the 

ancestral design ‘stand for’ the land, or does the land ‘stand for’ the ancestral design? What 

does ‘stand for’ mean?’ (Christie, 1995, p. 78). For example, Yolŋu ‘art’ can certainly be 

read: ‘subtle differences in (say) the shape of a triangle or the colours or thickness of the 

lines or dots in a certain pattern will mark slight (but crucial) differences in the totemic 

claims and responsibilities’ (Christie, 1993, p. 70). However, the designs function at a deeper 

ontological level as well; they ‘foster the transferral of ancestral power to the individual, and 

they are crucial to the restoration or re-creation of ancestral events which take place in the 

ceremony’ (Christie, 1995, p. 79). The corollary of this rejection of a metaphoric link is that 

all reality becomes metaphor; a principle which ‘is quite central to Yolngu thought: that it is 

metaphor which is constitutive of our reality, and words are actually derived from 

metaphor’ (Christie, 1994, p. 28). Or established the other way around: ‘truth is something 

which abides eternally in language as it is celebrated and negotiated in context. There is no 

ontological split between what is real and what we say about what is real’ (Christie, 1994, p. 
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30). Such a fundamental ontological and epistemological foundation is also applicable to 

Yolŋu names, ‘names pre-exist… as fragments of texts in sacred songs which mark out 

ancient webs of relationship’ (Christie, 1994, p. 25) and ‘people become themselves as they 

learn how they fit into the ongoing political economy and the ecology’ (Christie, 1995, p. 

78). Likewise the ceremony complex itself, ‘invites a variety of possible meanings. The 

skilled use of abstraction and ambiguity in fact enables each group to read the ceremony as 

an episode which took/takes place on its own individual territory’(Christie, 1995, p. 79). And 

the participants ‘don’t change and become their ancestors, but they become truly 

themselves by bearing the sacred designs…and by re-enacting the activities of creators’ 

(Christie, 1994, p. 32). 

Thus, the arrival of Methodist missionaries and their schools not only brought a new 

‘message’, but a competing discourse of meaning-making, of literature/literacy: ‘truth was 

to be found hidden in texts… important for both the evangelical thrust (where God’s truth 

was especially available in the Bible) and the educational thrust (where the enlightenment 

of the modern world could be transported into remote settlements and stored in libraries)’ 

(Christie, 1995b, p. 167). Berndt also noted that though the missions on Yolŋu lands were 

‘much less repressive as far as indigenous traditional life is concerned than that operating 

elsewhere’ (Berndt, 1962, p. 14), a distinct clash of epistemologies was inevitable as 

‘Christianity was and is so irrevocably interwoven with Europeanization that no other course 

was possible’ (Berndt & Berndt, 1988, p. 57). As we shall see, this did not mean that Yolŋu 

blindly followed the parameters of this new discourse, nor necessarily rejected it as an 

either/or proposition. Indeed, the essence of the Warramiri transculturation philosophy is a 

‘bothways’, both/and dynamic (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019b). Nevertheless, as a 

general position, a new literature/literacy and epistemology had certainly been 
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encountered; ‘from the whole world being readable, now only books were readable. With 

the arrival of books, the world itself fell from being the signifier to be read, to the signified 

to be read about’ (Christie, 1995b, p. 166). 

The second ‘phase’ (Gale, 1994) of Yolŋu literature deveopment began when bilingual 

education policy became official in 1972. In an attempt to ‘flood the place with literature’ 

(Christie, Bow, Devlin, & Simpson, 2014, p. 6), copious amounts of texts were produced in 

Yolŋu languages. In a relatively short timeframe, emanating from Literature Production 

Centres ‘primers, repetitive readers, transcribed oral histories and 'Dreamtime stories', 

community newspapers and translated English classics were soon locally produced in 

schools’ (Gale, 1994, p. 35). But in a humble concession, linguists reflecting back on this time 

have conceded that the deeper motive of such literature was, ultimately, a means to an 

end; for students to progress and succeed academically in the English-text world of 

mainstream Australia. Indeed, there was no epistemological shift towards a Yolŋu 

understanding of literature/literacy: 

the nature and function of alphabetic literacy did not change through the 

missionary, assimilationist and bilingual education eras, only the balance of language 

use and the ‘content’ of community literature changed (Christie, 1995, p. 79). 

However, the bilingual era did inevitably supply increasing authority and control to Yolŋu 

educators- both as ‘assistant teachers’ and through commitments to emerging Initial 

Teacher Education regimes (Christie, 1997). A powerful consequence was that Yolŋu 

educators began to elucidate their own philosophies of education by sharing various 

metaphors/images underpinned by land-based, negotiated epistemologies and ontologies. 

As alluded to earlier, this was the first flowering of the ‘bothways’ movement (Ober & Bat, 

2007). The ‘bothways’ approach, in turn, influenced curriculum design and, in particular, the 
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ethos of the Literature Production Centres. Christie documents the changes at Yirrkala in the 

1980s as attempts were made to model new literature production upon the negotiated, 

land-based epistemology of traditional art and ceremonies. In particular, the galtha55 

metaphor was utilised to highlight socially constructed knowledge practices. It was a distinct 

pedagogical strategy aimed at aligning classroom practices with pre-existing Yolŋu 

epistemologies: 

the place and manner in which the art (or ceremony or book) is produced- who 

decides when and where the painting is to be done, what it looks like, who paints 

the main motif, who does the background, how it fits into the story- constitute its 

educative functions, and the painting itself (like the ceremony or book) is the 

product. It is the artefact by which we demonstrate and celebrate the Galtha we 

have negotiated together (Christie, 1995, p. 81). 

In practice, the Literature Production Centres began investing their time and effort into 

producing records of the learning experiences (which explicitly involved Elders instructing 

both teachers and students on the reading of land, ancestral designs, kinship connections 

and ceremonial performances, as integral activities of the school curriculum), rather than 

producing texts to be studied. These assembled galtha documents were conglomerates, all 

kinds of ‘texts’ ranging from maps, diagrams, lists of names, photos, videos and specimens 

of plants were included and then ‘read’ together; ‘not a book which contained the truth 

about the subject under study, but… a reflection and memento of the work which had been 

done together’ (Christie, 1995b, p. 168). Such records were further utilised in subsequent 

                                                             
55 Galtha is a ‘term used for gathering together ideas as a starting point for sorting out important 
issues and problems, ceremonies and individuals’ roles in participating in these ceremonies. Galtha literally 
means - the starting point. Through coming together negotiating about ideas about the way to proceed, 
planning all the steps to be carried out, agreeing to the plan of action, and the people who will participate’ 
(Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991b, p. 33). 
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school based activities, but also were shared and read in various magazine and reporting 

styles for the community at large. Overall, Christie refers to this ‘new defintion of literacy in 

the processes of schooling’ (Christie, 1995, p. 81) as the Galtha curriculum. However, for 

present purposes it may be best to summarize it as a Yolŋu ‘bothways’ multiliteracy 

approach. 

Yuṯa Gonydjuy 

Yuṯa Gonydjuy is one among a number of texts Kathy 

Guthadjaka assembled to ensure the transgenerational 

transmission of Warramiri language and culture 

continues at Gäwa. Other texts also illustrated and 

published include; Borum ga ŋatha ḏiltjiwuy (Fruits and 

foods of the bush), Getkit ga Wäḻuŋu (The Tern and the 

Frigate), Miyapunu ga Maypal (Turtle and Shellfish) and 

Luŋgurrma wata (North Wind). In 2010, we began to map 

out these texts as the basis of a yearly curriculum that 

could potentially ‘turn’ around the Warramiri seasons. Eventually this led to a further 

project concerned with structuring and resourcing a ‘Warramiri website’ (van Gelderen & 

Guthadjaka, 2017). However, in Term 3 of 2010, as we were first trialling this approach, we 

chose Yuṯa Gonydjuy because it was the right season (Rarranhdharr) for hunting honey and 

the story itself contained such a foundational message for both the students and balanda 

teachers. We now outline, Yuṯa Gonydjuy, in both languages: 

 

 

Figure 22: Yuṯa Gonydjuy, 2010  
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Warramiri English 

Way yumurrku, marŋgi nyeli dhäwuwum 

gukuwum, banya djanal bayiŋ gonydjuy 

warkthun?  

Buṯthunma djanal bayiŋ barrkuḻi ŋayiḻim 

rangamam ŋarri ŋalaŋa djanal ŋarru 

maḻŋ'thumanma burwu'mi ga gonydjuy'mi 

ḏarpa.  

Ga banya djanal bayiŋ maḻŋ'thumanma bala 

djoṉguman ga guyukaman ḏitjumana ŋayiḻin.  

Bala djanal bayiŋ ŋurru-yirr'yunna warkthunna 

djinawam' ŋayim djanaliŋguway djanal. 

 Dhaḻ'thaḻyunna bayiŋuya gonydjuy'yun bayaya 

banya wakin marimi warkma. 

Hi kids, do you know the story about 

the bees? They once worked hard to 

make wax, and flew to far places to 

find trees with flowers and wax. When 

they found some they would collect it, 

and take it back to make a beehive 

inside their home. There they began to 

work very hard with the pollen and the 

wax. After placing the pollen inside 

they enclosed it with the wax, even 

though it was hard work. 

Yow, ga waŋganymi waluyu bilanyamiyu banya 

djanal yakan djuka djämamiyu wurrapandayyu 

warrayu djaŋu warkthuwan djuka djinal ŋayiŋa. 

Ga guḻku marim wakinmi girri' djanal yakan 

guyukanam djämawum djukawum djambal 

ŋayiḻim bitjumanmiŋgandawu.  

Ga bukmak ŋanapu yolŋum warra djinal 

ŋayiŋam marimin goŋmiyin bitjumangum. 

Then one day some people came from 

a distant place to put bitumen along 

the road. They brought lots of big 

things to do work along the road, and 

the people were very happy to see 

them. 
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Ga yol warra waripum goŋmiyin bitjamangu? 

Marŋgi nyeli yumurrku? Yow gukum malanynha 

waripum bitjanya goŋmiyin.  

Bili djanal ŋäma ga nhåma ganyim'thun banya 

däm' yanawarri yuṯa gonydjuy biliŋuwuynha 

bilyumandan.  

Ga dhäwum birrŋ'thunna buḻwaŋ'thunna, bala 

djanal ŋarrin ḻuŋ'thuwannan ga garryunmin 

bayikuya däwum, mä djanal ŋarru warraṯthun 

banyaya däm malany.  

Ga yakan biyapulma djanal ŋarru ganydjarr-

warryun rangamam ŋarri gonydjuywum.  

Yaran djanal ŋarru buku-manapanmin ga 

djäman bayiŋuya yuṯayun däyun. 

 

Can you guess who else was happy 

about the bitumen? Do you know, 

children? Yes, the bees were very 

happy, because they heard and saw 

and were very excited about the 

bitumen. They thought it was a wax 

already made and ready to use. 

The news spread and became bigger 

and they came together and started to 

talk about the bitumen. "We won't 

have to work very hard to make wax 

any more". They wouldn't have to 

work very hard and look for wax. And 

so it was: They no longer worked very 

hard to look for wax. They just got 

together and collected the new wax 

ready made. 

Bili yuṯa dädjanal nhäma ga yakan djanaliŋgu 

gumurr-wuṉḏaŋarrma djämawum bayikuyam 

gonydjuy'wum.  

Ga banya djanal barkthu goŋ-dhawar'yum 

djämaŋurum bayiwaḻiyam gukuŋurum ga 

The new tar they saw was easier for 

them to work with. They all got 

together and worked with the 

bitumen. What do you think it tasted 

like? Have any of you tasted the 
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nhäyinyanhan barkthu dhäkayma banya 

bitjumanbuyma guku yalalaŋumiyum?  

Ga nhalpiyanna nyelim yaka birrka'yun?  

Ŋunhuŋ nyeli gukum birrka'yun ṉoka dämim 

bitjumanmim? 

sugarbag made from bitumen? What 

do think?  

Bili Godthu djanaliŋgu gunyan marimi 

ŋuwakurru gonydjuy' djämawu, mädjanal ŋarru 

djäma ŋamaŋamayun djanaliŋguway djanal 

ŋayi, ga guku ga waripu malany ŋuwatjuman 

bayiŋuya gonydjuy'yu.  

Ga gukum ŋarru marimin latjun dhäkayma.  

Ga bilanyaya bili nhawun Godthu gunyan 

ŋalmaliŋgu ŋuwakurru rom. Mäŋalma ŋarru 

djäma nyena, ga garryunmi ŋunhuŋ nhäwu 

ŋuwakurruwu romgu.  

Ŋalma ŋarru bukmak buku-manapanmi ga 

waŋganydji nyena waŋgany mala ga yaka buku-

gänaŋ'dji. Ŋalma yaka bitjan nhawun banya 

guku ḏawurr malany. Banya djanal yaka 

mulkuruyun romdhun nyena djinaŋ bala. 

God already gave them everything that 

is good, they only had to look around 

hard and use their own skills for 

making the sugar-bag, using the 

natural wax from the flowers that 

blossom in the bush. Take care of this 

way well and the sugar-bag that comes 

from the bush will be sweet and 

beautiful to taste. 

In the same way God already gave us a 

good law to live by and built a 

foundation for our identity. In this way 

we can come together and live as one 

people. Not out by ourselves, chasing 

our own ideas. Let us not be like the 

honey bees. These days many people 

are very excited and influenced by new 

ideas and laws coming into our lives. 
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Ga nyäkuḻim banya bitjanna maḻŋ'thun gam.  

Bili djinaŋum bala ŋalma yaka marimin goŋmiyi 

ga nyäku'yunmi yuṯawun ga mulkuruwun 

romgu, bilanya nhawun guku ḏawurr malany. 

Bawalamiwun ŋalma yaka malthunma 

mulkuruwun romgu. 

 Ga yaka djuwanma ŋuwakurru ŋalmaliŋguru 

yumurrku'wu. Ŋalma ḏitjunna balayan 

ŋaliŋguwaywuḻi djukaḻi ga romḻi, banya nhäyiny 

djanaliŋgu ŋaḻapaḻmiwu rom. Nhalpiyan djanal 

yakan nyenan ŋarrin ŋoy-gurrum'thu ga 

mägayayu romdhu. Ga bilin djaŋu 

dhawar'yuwannan. 

To me it appears that today we are so 

happy holding on to new ways, but 

already they have brought lots of 

confusion, and we are very frustrated 

in this difficult position between old 

and new. It is not good for us and our 

children. Let us go back to our ancient 

paths and follow our ancestor's 

footsteps and work with peace and joy. 

This is the end of the story about the 

bees. 

Yow, Garrayma yaka garryun nhumaliŋgu bitjan, 

bayyiguya warrawu banyaya nyeli nhanguway 

yolŋu'-yulŋu warra.  

Nhäŋa ŋarriya rangaŋ bayikuyam banya 

djukawum dhunupawum, dhäwirrkayunmiya 

ŋarriya.  

Ŋala djika djuka ŋuwakurrum wal'ŋu. Banyayam 

banya nhan Garrayu nyipan ŋätjil? 

Jesus says to you people who belong to 

him: 

‘Stand at the crossroad and look; ask 

for the ancient paths, ask where the 

good way is, and walk in it. Then you 

will find rest for your souls’. 

Jeremiah 6:16 
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 Ŋarriya bayiyiwitja bili djukamurru mänhunu 

ŋarru nyena yaka ŋayaŋum wurrkurrumŋan 

romŋa. 

 

Transculturation Literature 

Yuṯa Gonydjuy is a beautifully told Warramiri parable. It allegorizes the historical situation of 

native bees attempting to utilise bitumen as part of the honey making process at Galiwin’ku, 

when sealed roads were first appearing. It paints a clear message for younger readers about 

the dangers of modern, ‘outside’ influences whilst simultaneously reinforcing traditional 

Yolŋu patterns and Christian beliefs. However, at first blush, it would appear out of step 

with Australian 21st century Indigenous children’s literature (with the rise of realism56) and 

the Galtha multiliteracy approach (with its emphasis on constructivist, generative 

pedagogies). Yuṯa Gonydjuy is clearly an animal-based Indigenous ‘cautionary tale’, it 

contains explicit Christian teachings from the Bible and, overall, it is a didactic, stand-alone 

text, generated to teach Warramiri students a distinct message. Nevertheless, upon further 

reflection, it is also apparent that Yuṯa Gonydjuy enacts the priorities and philosophies that 

have characterized Warramiri epistemology and ontology for many years; it is a form of 

transculturation literature.  

Transculturation is not to be confused with a more generic transcultural approach; we have 

borrowed the term from the sociological field, specifically from Ortiz’s work in Cuba. It was 

originally positioned as an alternative to acculturation, postulating a more nuanced 

transculturation process of ‘the loss or uprooting of a previous culture, which could be a 

                                                             
56 See Collins-Gearing 2003; 2003b for an analysis of the impact of misrepresentations of Indigenous identity in 
children’s historical and fantasy genres, culminating in a general suspicion towards didactic/metaphoric styles. 
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called a partial deculturation, and… the consequent creation of new cultural phenomena 

which could be called neoculturation’ (Ortiz, 1947, p. 32). It is further argued that such a 

transculturation dynamic often involves reciprocal exchange, as both cultures engage in 

‘“mutual borrowing”, in this instance, an expectation that the ‘“indigenous” culture alters 

the “foreign” just as the “foreign” alters the “indigenous”’ (McMahon, 2004, p. 3). Modern 

anthropological scholarship would refer to the theory of créolization, which originated in the 

French Caribbean, but has been broadened to describe the relational process of identity 

formation through cultural mixtures and aggregations. Créolization can be defined as the 

interactive process between ‘several elements of distinct cultures… with the outcome of a 

new datum, totally unpredictable from the sum or the simple synthesis of these elements’ 

(Glissant, 1997, p.37). It is characterized by ‘mutual entanglement and reciprocal 

enrichment’ (Lionnet & Shih, 2011, p. 30), employing ‘strategies of resistance, of 

inventiveness, of creativity… exchange rather than hegomonization’ (Vergès, 2003, p. 21). 

Although there is a complex relationship between indigeneity and créolité (creoleness), and 

créolization ‘is not generally associated with Australia… (this may be) an effect of the settler-

colonial mind rather than an accurate description of sociocultural practice’ (Préaud, 2015, p. 

14). Furthermore, there is also a burgeoning movement that ‘within the realm of education, 

and literacy education in particular, créolization theory can be a useful tool to explore how 

our literacy practises are informed and created within classrooms, with a special focus on 

those who best articulate a créolised reality’ (Lemrow, 2017, p. 456).  Nevertheless, for the 

present context concerning Yolŋu,  whose traditional lands border the southern Arnhem 

Land ‘Kriol’ speaking communities and the complicated and sensitive relationship 

concerning shift/loss of Yolŋu languages and the legitimacy of creoles in the Northern 
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Territory overall, we have chosen to adopt the older transculturation terminology to avoid 

any misunderstandings.  

We have argued elsewhere that the history of Warramiri interaction with ‘outside’ 

influences matches the transculturation paradigm most aptly (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 

2019b). But, in brief, studies of the life and thinking of outstanding Warramiri Elder, 

Burrumarra (McIntosh, 1994; 1996b) demonstrate a consistent Warramiri approach of 

assimilating the ‘best’ of other cultures (‘Macassan’ traders, Christian missionaries, bilingual 

educationalists and even older Bayini/Birrinydji visitors to Arnhem land) by integrating 

technologies, beliefs and literatures into the existing Warramiri ontology. Numerous 

examples are available, but some exemplary public texts which integrate new beliefs whilst 

simultaneously (re)establishing traditional identity include the various song cycles with clear 

references to (‘Macassan’) Islamic beliefs (McIntosh, 2015), the famous ‘Adjustment 

Movement’ Memorial of the 1950s on Elcho Island, combining sacred art on clan poles with 

Christian symbols57 (Berndt, 1962) and the Warramiri Flag Treaty Proposal of the 1990s 

(McIntosh, 1996b). Gotha has followed in Burrumarra’s footsteps with her work with The 

Wiggles and literacy foundations (Field, 2011). She has also engaged with various tertiary 

research forums, expressing her desire to harness modern technologies for the 

transgenerational transmission of language and culture, whilst also sharing traditional 

Warramiri knowledges.58 Her recent sharing of the djurwirr (bower bird) nesting practices 

clearly symbolizes a ‘selective adaptation and adoption’ Warramiri philosophy (Guthadjaka, 

                                                             
57 ‘I believe in both ways- our own and the Christian. If we had taken both ways and thought of them 
separately we would have become confused. We believe in the old law and we want to keep it: and we believe 
in the Bible too. So we have selected the good laws from both and put them together’ (Berndt, 1962, p. 59). 
58 Significant multi-year Charles Darwin University research projects such as ‘Indigenous Knowledge Traditions, 
and Digital technology’ (http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/ik/ikhome.html), ‘Teaching from 
Country’(http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/index.html) and ‘ICT and Capacity Building in Remote 
Communities’ (http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/inc/) all directly involved Guthadjaka. 
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2018). She is also explicit about the Warramiri transculturation literacy aspirations at Gäwa. 

Whilst holding up a painting of the Warramiri mädi (crayfish), she asked at a national 

literacy conference: 

Can anyone here read this story? Don’t worry, we Yolŋu understand that you 

Balanda people don’t have the literacy skills to read our stories! The word we use is 

‘lonydju’yirr’ (getting side-by-side).  You can see this clearly in the crayfish painting… 

The crayfish represents Warramiri people, the line-walking journey of the crayfish 

represents the way Warramiri people move forward together… At Gäwa we have 

discovered that two-way learning creates an environment where the ‘lonydju’yirr’ 

principle works well.  The children are making real progress with their traditional 

literacy skills and their English literacy skills at the same time…Even the teachers and 

Balanda children are making great progress (Guthadjaka, 2010b). 

 

Thus, Yuṯa Gonydjuy is but one manifestation of the Warramiri heritage of the ‘best of both 

worlds’. The Christian emphasis of the parable is explicit, but, in fact, the message unveiled 

is that God had always been providing for Yolŋu, ‘God 

already gave them everything that is good’ (long before 

missionaries arrived), and that the traditional ancestral life-

patterns are the best; let us go back to our ancient paths 

and follow our ancestor's footsteps and work with peace and 

joy. The little ones are encouraged to be wary of the new 

ideas and laws coming in to our lives, but through 

implication, the Christian message is not one of these suspicious influences. The quote from 

the Old Testament prophet Jeremiah is a direct endorsement of the ancient paths of 

Figure 23: Gäwa Christian School logo 
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traditional Warramiri culture, evocative of the school’s logo (Figure 23). Such a highly 

contextualised (as opposed to syncretistic) theology is not unique to Warramiri; Rev 

Gondarra’s Father, you gave us the Dreaming (1988) powerfully elucidates this position in 

detail. But from a historical perspective, it is apparent that this neoculturation (to utilize 

Ortiz’s terminology) aspect of the transculturation process was also influenced by the 

Methodist mission teaching. Instructions from the influential Superintendent Webb to all 

missionaries from as early as 1938 ‘to distinguish between what is essentially part of the 

Christian revelation… and what belongs merely to our own cultural forms’ (Webb, 1938) 

certainly set the tone, and he personally noted at Miliŋinbi that for Yolŋu, embracing the 

‘Gospel message has in some cases meant a more faithful observance of their own laws’ 

(Webb, 1934, p. 37). At Yirrkala, the famous, hybrid-text, land-rights ‘Bark Petition’ later 

emerged, but what is less known is the fact that it was inspired by the magnificent Yolŋu 

designed church ‘panels’ which had been influenced, in turn, by the Adjustment Memorial 

from Galiwin’ku of the 1950s  (Morphy, 2005). Founding missionary at Yirrkala, Rev 

Chaseling revealed a quite astonishing missiology (for the 1930s Methodist context), with a 

clear symmetry to Yuṯa Gondjuy: 

It seemed only reasonable at Yirrkala to preserve Yulengor (Yolŋu) culture. To 

encourage the revival of old ceremonies, and to stimulate in the people an 

appreciation of their own social organization which often suffered from alien 

contact. It is unjust for any alien to come amongst primitive people for the purpose 

of upsetting their mode of life and converting them to thinking as he does 

(Chaseling, 1957, p. 19). 
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Turning to issues of form, Yuṯa Gonydjuy certainly functions as an allegory, but as has been 

alluded to, for Yolŋu this is highly appropriate, ‘the metaphoric basis of the ontology is 

actually celebrated, and its truth are expressed in ways rich in metaphor’ (Christie, 1990, p. 

58). Anyone who has lived in a Yolŋu community will also testify to the metaphoric nature of 

everyday conversations. Likewise, allegorical story-telling was a traditional oral genre of 

instruction for children. Furthermore, although Kathy Guthadjaka is credited as the ‘author’ 

of these Warramiri texts, she always acknowledges that many began as oral recordings from 

older Warramiri women from the 1990s. More than humility is at play here; this deflection 

is a vital foundation of traditional literacy/literature residing with the Elders. It is highly 

resonant of early ‘bothways’ formulations, of fulfilling ‘obligations to the Ngalapal (Elders) 

who instruct us... to do the things that they expect us to do, particularly by being good 

Yolngu role models for the children of our community and to be seen to use the learning 

that they organise for us’ (Marika-Mununggiritj, 1990, p. 50). Perhaps as a genre Yuṯa 

Gonydjuy is also influenced by Mission preaching style and/or Jesus’ own New Testament 

parables, but if so, such an adaptation is still highly consistent with the Warramiri 

transculturation philosophy. In short, Yuṯa Gonydjuy in both content and form is a genuine 

integration, embodying the hope from the bilingual days of an emergent Yolŋu literature, of 

‘people finding the right functions, for their own literature, or even the right medium’ 

(Harris, 1990b, p. 38) to supplement their pre-existing literacies.  

Lonydju’yirr Literacy 

Lastly, although Yuṯa Gonydjuy can be read as a stand-alone text, the context of Warramiri 

education at Gäwa is also of vital significance. Gäwa was established as a settled community 

so families could live ‘on country’; to raise their children on Warramiri land with a renewed 

emphasis on Warramiri language (Guthadjaka, 2013). In studying Yuṯa Gonydjuy, Warramiri 
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students are learning Warramiri literacy/literature, not Djambarrpuyŋu or any of the other 

emerging lingua franca Yolŋu languages from the mission/bilingual eras. Indeed, this 

specific ‘clan’ language maintenance itself is one of the keys to maintaining the ancient 

paths (as the story urges), for, ‘when we speak, if we are truly knowledgeable people, we 

reveal the shapes of the territories in which our history has been made. Everyone must 

learn to speak their own language carefully and strongly as a sign of their own authority, 

territory, history and identity’ (Christie, 1997, p. 33). Thus, as we have outlined elsewhere, 

we devoted considerable time to studying the textual features of Yuṯa Gonydjuy in a 

‘bothways’ literacy approach, utilising the existing ‘Accelerated Literacy’ routines to 

deconstruct and co-construct the text as well as spelling and modelled writing activities (van 

Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019). Furthermore, for Yolŋu there is always ‘significance and 

excitement to be found in the explanations of structures which are unique to one’s own 

group, and how these have origins in the significant features of one’s own history, totems or 

territory’ (Christie 1993, p. 72) and thus studying Yuṯa Gonydjuy at Gäwa enabled 

integration of appropriate traditional literacy/literature activities. As a community we spent 

time mapping and hunting the various dhuwa and yirritja honeys and participating in the 

connected song-cycle narratives and painting/designs featuring honey and bees with local 

Elders. In fact, Yuṯa Gonydjuy was utilised and re-illustrated at Gäwa in 2010 within the 

broader unit development, with activities both inside and outside the classroom walls, 

studying traditional Yolŋu multi-literacies (Figure 24).  



301 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Indeed, in one of the great strengths of the homeland education movement (as compared 

to larger townships where many Yolŋu ‘clans’ cohabit), it is far more possible to reclaim a 

traditional pedagogy: ‘to know where you came from, and where you were going by reading 

the land through the ancestral texts-clan songs, paintings, ceremonies, dances etc… young 

people educated through formal negotiation where the authority of individual was validated 

by an appeal to their ancestral territories’ (Christie, 1995b, p. 166). Overall, although Yuṯa 

Gonydjuy can function as a stand-alone parable, at Gäwa it was utilised, in reality, in a very 

similar manner to Christie’s Galtha curriculum (as outlined above); students growing in their 

alphabetic, Warramiri literacy, but also enacting the message of the parable through art, 

land and song/story literacy/literature productions with their Elders.  

Figure 24: Lonydju’yirr Literacy, Gäwa, 2010 
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In a last ‘bothways’ twist, we also integrated an English text, The Lorax (Seuss, 1971) into 

the term’s literacy curriculum. This all-time favorite is a memorable allegory in its own right, 

with clear environmental themes. It was most applicable to a multi-age class setting with its 

colour and playfulness, but also as it contains a deep ‘message’ of querying progress-for-

progress’ sake, ‘allegorical to the wasteful use of natural resources in the service of 

unrestrained commercial interests’ (Ash, 2012, p. 90). It was also highly compatible with 

Yuṯa Gonydjuy and broader Yolŋu concerns around historical mining and fishing industry 

incursions on ancestral Yolŋu lands. Lastly, with its ebullient rhyming/rhythm interplay and 

multimedia resources, The Lorax was an excellent text for phonological awareness 

development for English as an Additional Language or Dialect (EAL/D) students. Throughout 

the term we also read and discussed a variety of other picture-book allegories such as The 

Rabbits (Marsden & Tan, 1998), The Island (Greder, 2002), The Rainbow Fish (Pfister, 1992), 

The Giving Tree (Silverstein, 1964), If Only I had a Green Nose (Lucado, 2002), The Island 

(Heffernan, 2006), and Fables (Arnold, 1980). These were chosen to cater for the different 

age-levels in the class, to demonstrate other allegoric styles, and to link with themes most 

relevant to the Elcho Island, Australian Indigenous history and Gäwa Christian School 

context. As Christie noted concerning Galtha curriculum in the 1990s, English texts can still 

‘have their place, and each may one day be called to speak’ (Christie, 1995, p. 82), and at 

Gäwa the transculturation literacy/literature aspirations of Warramiri Elders (which also 

involve English literacy) are emerging as a practical reality. Indeed, the final assessment 

piece for the term was a scaffolded writing task; students produced their own animal-based 

allegory (in one or both languages), often embellishing existing totemic relationships from 

their ontological positioning. Although we were not aware of it at the time, such an 

approach also aligns extremely well with Cummins’ bilingual ‘identity texts’ emphasis and 
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the literacy engagement framework nexus between scaffolded practices, identity 

affirmation and extension of language capabilities (Cummins, Hu, Markus & Montero, 2015). 

Hopefully, Yuṯa Gonydjuy will not be the last Warramiri parable to be published! In 

summary, as traditional Yolŋu literacies and both Warramiri and English alphabetic literacies 

worked together, we termed the approach ‘Lonydju’yirr Literacy’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Conclusion 

In her history of Yolŋu liteature, Gale notes that ‘some Aboriginal people are choosing to 

write in Aboriginal languages today for the same reasons as missionaries and the teachers in 

bilingual schools of yesterday... to bring the Christian message... and to teach the children to 

read and write’ (Gale, 1994, p. 40), but that more common was the choice to use an 

Indigenous language medium to place the writer ‘in a position of authority and power... 

(and) to educate non-Aboriginal people and share the rich cultural and linguistic heritage 

that they have to offer’ (Gale, 1994, p. 46). In Yuṯa Gonydjuy, Guthadjaka (in typical 

Warramiri fashion) aims for all of these outcomes. Perhaps Lonydju’yirr Literacy could be 

deemed an ‘allways’ approach. Balanda literacy workers and scientists are slowly coming to 

recognize the significant roles plants and animals form in both the ecology and philosophy 

of Yolŋu knowledge systems (Christie, 1990). A little story about bees and wax certainly 

Figure 25: The Balanda literacy wall, 2010 
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works at profound multiliteracy and transculturation literature levels. The Australian 

Curriculum and English literacy also retain their place; but in truth, ‘bothways’ Yolŋu 

education remains a matter of gaṉma interaction, of negotiating a galtha, of walking 

lonydju’yirr: 

In the same way God already gave us a good law to live by and built a foundation for 

our identity. In this way we can come together and live as one people. Not out by 

ourselves, chasing our own ideas. Let us not be like the honey bees. 
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#7 A Yolŋu ‘Bothways’ approach to English and Warramiri literacy 

at Gäwa. 

 Introduction 

This is the Djuranydjura story; the Macassans came here and built their houses and 

they said: ‘Do you want blankets?’                                                                                                                             

‘No, I have paperbark.’                                                                                                                                                        

‘Do you want some shoes?’                                                                                                                                                      

‘No, I have my feet.’                                                                                                                                                                      

‘Do you want rice?’                                                                                                                                                        

‘There is food for me in the bush. I am looking after the land, so the land will take 

care of me’. There are many Djuranydjura stories, Macassan stories. Like the 

balanda, as they come in, their thinking is to build something here, in the Yolŋu 

community. But they don’t ask first “What do you need?” It’s just like they are 

bringing new ideas, from the ‘mainstream’. And they end up failing, feeling bad, 

packing up their things and leaving. And they leave because they had come with their 

own thinking. And here, when balanda come into the school with a new law, they 

need to talk backwards and forwards, bring ‘both ways’ communication first. And 

then we can move together (Guthadjaka, Gäwa homeland, 2013). 

The Yolŋu of North-East Arnhem Land have a long and fascinating history of contact with 

‘outsiders’.59 Methodist missionaries first arrived in 1915 and began to establish mission-

station communities, bringing with them the Christian message and a distinct, “pragmatism 

                                                             
59 The aptly entitled, McMillan, A. (2007). An Intruder’s Guide to East Arnhem Land is an enjoyable 
introduction, although the older, anthropological work Berndt, R. & Berndt, C. (1954). Arnhem Land: its history 
and its people is highly readable and still relevant. 
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and paternalism” (Kadiba, 1998, p. 72). Prior to these new neighbours, intruders had 

engaged in various “marginal industries such as pearling, buffalo shooting and trepanging… 

(and) are remembered by the Yolŋu chiefly for their violence” (Dewar, 1992, p. 8). There is 

also a strong oral history of massacres still preserved from the subsequent pastoral industry 

incursions (Trudgen, 2000). However, long before these interactions with balanda Yolŋu had 

at least two centuries of official relations with the Macassans of Sulawesi who would make 

yearly journeys on the seasonal winds to trade trepang for various items such as fish hooks, 

tobacco, knives and cloth (Macknight, 1976). The Warramiri clan of the Yolŋu had strong 

relationships with ‘Macassans’, incorporating items such as anchors, knives and anvils as 

maḏayin (sacred ceremonial items), but they also record even older pre-Macassan visitors in 

their enigmatic Bayini and Birrinydji song cycles (McIntosh, 1999). Throughout all these 

interactions there has been a distinct, intercultural philosophy of assimilating names, 

technologies, religious iconography, and literacies into existing Yolŋu ontologies (Thomson, 

1949; Bos, 1988), in what is a fascinating dynamic of ‘change within changelessness’ 

(Rudder, 1993). Nevertheless, there are specific stories where change was not 

accommodated and/or the ‘new’ was openly rejected. The Djuranydjura narrative is a 

famous example of such an episode where the ancestral dog explicitly rebuffs the offer of 

rice and shoes and blankets from the Macassans in favour of his traditional country 

resources. The story was shared with early anthropologists and missionaries (Warner, 1958; 

McIntosh, 1994b) and is a powerful story of identity and “defiance in the face of outside 

intrusion” (McIntosh, 2003, p. 314). It continues to serve as a meta-narrative for 

communities in their interactions with new influences (McIntosh, 2006).60 Indeed, in some 

                                                             
60 Also, see the famous song ‘Djapana’ (‘Sunset Dreaming’) by Yothu Yindi. Although it stands as a beautiful 
introduction to the role of country, some of the significant lyrics in English are: Hey, you children of the land, 
don't be fooled by the balanda ways. It will cause sorrow and woe for our people, and our land. 
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versions of the story the ‘Macassans’ are replaced with balanda (Berndt & Berndt, 1989). 

One potential reason for this on-going attraction might well be that the underlying dynamic 

has not greatly altered. New influences continually work to change Yolŋu life patterns for 

what is perceived as a (well intentioned) betterment. An early example concerns TT Webb, 

the highly respected Methodist Superintendent of the region. After spending significant 

time carefully observing and respecting traditional Yolŋu ceremonial life, he advised (well 

before common consensus) that rounding up various Indigenous clans into ‘reserves’ was a 

mistaken approach as the connection to land was paramount, having ‘its roots in the most 

profound spiritual conceptions’ (Webb, 1934, p. 30). But in the very same work he also 

concluded that, practically:  

We must enable the aborigine to understand in what ways the new is 

superior to the old. He must be enabled to see what advantage will accrue 

from his acceptance of the new… One of our most difficult tasks is to provide 

that stimulus or incentive which will set him reaching out after those things 

by which his life, in all its aspects, will be enriched (Webb, 1934, p. 34). 

It is easy to believe that enlightened twenty first century linguists/educators would not 

attempt to interfere with traditional Yolŋu culture in this fashion. But a new paradigm for 

Indigenous ‘advancement’ clearly revolves around English literacy, and numeracy to a lesser 

extent. In the Northern Territory Department of Education’s Indigenous Education Strategy 

2015-2024, four out of the five ‘Elements’ have their target explicitly tied to attendance 

figures and NAPLAN literacy and numeracy data (Northern Territory Government, 2015). 

The Wilson report of 2014 had this to say about the role of English literacy in remote 

Indigenous communities: 
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Literacy is the foundation for all subsequent success in schooling. Children 

who do not achieve effective English literacy are less likely to complete their 

schooling, and more likely to be unemployed, earn less over their lifetimes 

and experience poorer health outcome (Wilson, 2014, p. 105). 

The quotes from Webb and Wilson span over eighty years and are phrased with idioms from 

different eras, but essentially they contain a similar message- we balanda can enrich your 

lives, trust us to give you what we know you need. To be clear, this is not to deny that 

literacy is a powerful precondition for overall living standards or that English literacy is  a 

wonderful gift for communication and enjoyment in and of itself (although rice, and shoes 

and blankets are also fine things…). However, Yolŋu have been through this process before, 

and seem intent on continuing to passively resist enforced acceptance of outside influences 

even when offered out of good will. Thus, in Guthadjaka’s version of the Djuranydjura story 

from Gäwa, we see that the balanda emphasis on educational priorities from the 

mainstream, of new ideas, and a new law (curriculum) of their own thinking is explicitly 

linked to the old Macassan offer of rice and shoes and blankets. The key to a different 

ending (of not feeling bad, packing up things and leaving) is the necessity to talk backwards 

and forwards; only then can balanda and Yolŋu move together. Thus, it is not a question of 

ignoring mainstream English literacy, but ensuring that it does not dominate other 

foundational Yolŋu priorities. In other words, of genuinely incorporating both worlds- of 

working ‘bothways’. 

‘Bothways’ Literacy Education 

It needs to be emphasised from the outset that ‘bothways’ is not a short-hand Yolŋu 

synonym for ‘negotiation’ as is generally understood by balanda. In fact, key expressions 

Guthadjaka employs in Warramiri language in the excerpt above (prior to translation) are 
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loaded with historical/contextual meaning; marrtji rrambaŋi (moving together) does not 

simply equate with ‘partnership’ and bala-räli (backwards and forwards) discussion is not 

just ‘consultation’. Indeed, these expressions have a rich and extensive application 

developed by Yolŋu educators from the late 1980s onwards. Currently, the actual 

expression ‘Bothways’ is associated with Batchelor Institute of Indigenous Tertiary 

Education and its overall paradigm of education and research highlighting respect, tolerance 

and diversity between Indigenous knowledge systems and Western academic positions 

(Batchelor Institute, 2017). However, originally, ‘Bothways’ education was just one of the 

five, foundational principles at Batchelor College (as it was then known), not a summary 

expression for all of them (White, 2015). It was configured as a specific bicultural or 

intercultural (Christie, 2007) philosophy of education to negotiate curriculum and authority 

within Yolŋu community schools. A brief history of this ‘Bothways’ educational philosophy 

(and its particular application to literacy) is therefore necessary to truly understand the 

principles that Guthadjaka is advocating. 

Despite the earliest manifestations of ‘Bothways’ originating in desert regions in the 1970s 

(McConvell, 1981), it was a string of memorable speeches and articles by Yolŋu tertiary 

education students whilst studying at Batchelor College from the late 1980s that really 

consolidated the philosophy. To a large degree, it was in response to the inadequacies of 

the bilingual models employed in Yolŋu schools which were genuinely radical for the 

Australian context, but still retained authority and control with balanda teachers and 

principals (Wearne, 1986). It was also “trying to get away from the ‘Three Little Pigs in 

Gumatj' idea and bring proper cultural knowledge into the school” (Marika, 1999, p. 112). 

Thus, Lanhpuy spoke of the long-term impact of schooling on young Yolŋu and the dilemma 

(in Djuranydjura style) of “whether to support schooling and expose our children to the 
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processes of cultural alienation and confusion, or to turn our backs on these Balanda 

schools altogether” (Lanhupuy, 1988, p. 2). His proffered solution was that: 

The school, as an institution, needs to be accommodated within the 

aboriginal society itself. Only when the cultural orientation of the school 

becomes Yolngu, will schools become integral to the movement of Aborigines 

towards self-determination… In this sense, a bicultural or 'both ways' 

education for aboriginal children will emerge. (Lanhupuy, 1988, p. 2) 

Yunupiŋu, in his inimitable fashion, summarized it succinctly: “what we want is BOTH WAYS 

education- balanda and Yolŋu ways- but we want Yolŋu to have control over both sides of 

the curriculum” (Yunupiŋu, 1989, p. 4). 

But how was this to proceed at a practical level? Other Yolŋu took up this challenge by 

applying profound Yolŋu methodolgies inherent in their own epistemological and 

ontological frameworks, often stemming from the dhuwa/yirritja moeity structures. 

Wunuŋmurra advised “in Yolŋu society there is negotiation of meanings between the two 

moieties, dhuwa and yirritja, which can be applied to negotiation between Yolŋu and 

balanda cultures to find the common ground that makes up the two way curriculum” 

(Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p. 13). He also introduced Yolŋu knowledge/identity concepts of 

djalkiri and dhawurrpunaramirri, applying them to the educational sphere. This sharing 

appears to have opened up a flowering of ‘metaphors’ elucidating this new intercultural 

framework, Yolŋu explaining concepts of miliŋurr and gaṉma (Marika-Munuŋgiritj et al., 

1990), garma (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990), ŋathu (Yunupiŋu, 1994) and galtha rom (Marika-

Munuŋgiritj & Christie, 1995) applying them to a continually-negotiated, integrated 

approach to Yolŋu and balanda educational priorities. Each Yolŋu metaphor and related 

discussion is deep and nuanced, and worthy of its own analysis (Christie, 2007). However, 
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for present purposes in regards to literacy, it will have to suffice to note three priorities, 

synthesised from these metaphors, allowing the Yolŋu theorists to speak for themselves: 

 

a) Yolŋu multi-literacy was always considered vital: 
 

 The writing and reading will be in both ways - English and Yolngu Matha. 

Reading and writing in their own language so children will learn three 

languages - English, Djambarrpuyngu and their own tribal languages (Bepuka 

et al., 1993, p. 69). 

 By writing and reading children won't forget about their traditional lifestyle 

and knowledge. By putting the knowledge onto the paper this makes our 

culture stronger in the modern world (Bepuka et al., 1993, p. 69). 

 It was not until I spoke in my own language, Ritharŋu, that my view of the 

Yolŋu world became more meaningful. It was formal Yolŋu education. I was 

learning to understand the hard language, the esoteric Yolŋu language 

(Marika, 1999, p. 109). 

b) Land-based literacies were also viewed as fundamental: 

 Djalkiri literally means foot or footprint, but it symbolises the foundation, 

where the human being actually comes into contact with the land, his or her 

environment. Djalkiri shows us that the curriculum must be integrated, 

because people cannot exist independently of their environment (Marika-

Munuŋgiritj, 1991, p. 18). 

 Land ensures an integral part of a powerful epistemology. From the Yolngu 

perspective of the land we learn… of its fundamental importance and how we 

learn to value the land for the abstract, deep and common knowledge that is 
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derived from the land, giving us meaning and identity (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 

1991, p. 22). 

 

c) Teacher-Learner reciprocity was seen as a prerequisite for on-going success: 

Teachers would also be students of culture… there would be equality. This 

partnership between teachers and students is of great importance because 

without it there can be no exchange of knowledge and we cannot learn from 

each other (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p15). 

 Yolngu learners respond to caring teachers. Teachers who care about 

knowledge and intellectual work and who care and respect them as 

learners... Teachers in Yolngu can never stop being learners. It makes 

teachers more humble, it really makes teachers respect learners as equal 

(Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 47). 

 Another way of saying this is "Balallili" (give and take; reciprocity) talking of 

the interactions of the tide and the spring, the fresh and salt water 

interactions…we can apply to theorising the teacher/learner interaction 

(Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 48). 

Thus, ‘Bothways’ incorporates a number of relational dynamics and aspects of the Yolŋu 

epistemological/ontological framework. For ‘Bothways’ to be honoured and practised in the 

educational sphere, it is not just a clever way for Yolŋu to deal with outside influences and 

balanda to be accommodating; in fact, it is an assimilation of such outside influences into 

the pre-existing Yolŋu framework. Overall, ‘Bothways’ functions as a short-hand expression 

of the Yolŋu epistemological foundation, and for balanda teachers, embracing ‘Bothways’ is 

therefore a self-fulfilling ‘Bothways’ commitment in itself. 
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Positionality  

Gäwa community (Figure 26) is situated at the northern tip of Elcho Island and is a 

homeland of approximately 40-50 people. Gäwa is an ancestral estate of the Warramiri clan 

and has been used for ceremonial meetings with interrelated Yolŋu clans and as a site for 

‘Macassan’ visitors over many centuries (Bruce & Huddleston, 2006). In the 1990s, a 

movement to literally ‘return to country’ arose where Warramiri and their kinship networks 

cut a road through the bush and progressively established water supplies, houses and a 

school to enable their age-old traditional intergenerational transmission of culture and 

language to continue (Nungalinya, 2017). It is an inspiring story of vision, resilience and 

persistently fighting for educational equality (Harris & Gartland, 2011). One of the major 

reasons Warramiri families decided to ‘leave’ Galiwin’ku and live at Gäwa was so a distinct 

Warramiri education could be possible; that families could live ‘on country’ and learn from 

Warramiri land (Gäwa Christian School, 2017). The specific aim was to utilise Warramiri in 

the school, as opposed to Djambarrpuyŋu which has evolved into the lingua franca of Elcho 

Island and the language used in the bilingual Literature Production Centre and college at 

Figure 26: Gäwa Homeland, Elcho Island 
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Galiwin’ku. Warramiri language is one of the yirritja moiety languages, termed a Djaŋu 

language (based on the word for ‘this’) and is considered endangered (Aboriginal Resource 

and Development Services, 2015). There are at least two major ‘branches’ of Warramiri with 

connected ancestral estates and dialects. At Gäwa these branches have come together to 

take active and clear steps to revitalize their ancestral connections as specific clan-based 

language is foundational to preserving true, Yolŋu identity; ‘every Yolŋu claims and 

celebrates their identity through these land-based language and culture complexes’ 

(Christie, 2004, p. 5). 

Ben lived at Gäwa as the first ‘senior’ class teacher, working closely with Warramiri Elder 

Kathy Guthadjaka.61 During 2011-2016  they collaborated in designing a website (Warramiri, 

2016)  and working through the complexities of structuring digital resources for Warramiri 

education (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2017), as well as engaging in formal research with 

the Gäwa community regarding their aspirations concerning a ‘Bothways’ philosophy. The 

wuḻman (old man) of the Warramiri summarised the need for Warramiri language 

instruction explicitly: 

They are only speaking one language, Djambarrpuyŋu, not Warramiri yet. 

This is a concern. They should be transferring over to Warramiri, both in 

school and in everyday life. Like having two ‘books’…Yes, the school should do 

it like that, having Warramiri books. How can I say it, all we want is for the 

teachers to help them. (Guthadjaka) is already doing some work on 

Warramiri language, the stories. Reading these will help the kids. 

                                                             
61 For her long-term commitment to Yolŋu education, community development of Gäwa and research at 
Charles Darwin University, Kathy Guthadjaka (Gotha) was recognized as Senior Northern Territory Australian of 
the Year and an Order of Australia recipient in 2018. 
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Here the ‘old man’ is referring to the work of Guthadjaka in producing specific Warramiri 

texts over many years; transcribed audio recordings, traditional songs, seasonal information 

and new dhäwu (stories), many now collected in the website to be used in the school and 

community. Furthermore, over the preceding decade Guthadjaka strategically renewed this 

‘Bothways’ tradition by reinstating foundational notions in public forums and conferences, 

as well as adding various Warramiri clan specific metaphors for clarification. We now outline 

some of these key principles. 

Warramiri ‘Bothways’ 

In 2008, Guthadjaka elucidated the foundational ‘on country’ pedagogy:  

When the Yolŋu children learn on country, they are safe and confident inside 

themselves, to go forward.... so you see, they know the land and the breeze, 

and the water, what time the tide will be in, when it will be out, because they 

are learning on country, and he grows with them, by means of that learning 

(Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 27). 

In relation to holistic development, she argued: 
 

It’s not only his head that will learn, he will feed his own birrimbirr (spirit), so that 

they will both be good together, his head and his ŋayaŋu (self)… Like a sacred 

rock, maybe some shellfish, water, octopus, they will take on those sorts of gakal 

(identities), from there. Those gakal will carry them, they will grow, so that they 

will go into the Balanda culture, growing without fear, courageously, because they 

have already learnt from this side (Yolŋu Aboriginal Consultants Initiative, 2008). 

 

In 2010, at the Building Literate Nations Inaugural National Forum she presented a painting 

of the Warramiri crayfish: 
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Can anyone here read this story? Don’t worry, we Yolŋu understand that you 

Balanda people don’t have the literacy skills to read our stories!...The word 

we use is ‘lonydju’yirr’(getting side-by-side).  You can see this clearly in the 

crayfish painting… The crayfish represents Warramiri people, the line-walking 

journey of the crayfish represents the way Warramiri people move forward 

together…At Gäwa we have discovered that two-way learning creates an 

environment where the ‘lonydju’yirr’ principle works well.  The children are 

making real progress with their traditional literacy skills and their English 

literacy skills at the same time…Even the teachers and Balanda children are 

making great progress (Guthadjaka, 2010b). 

In 2012 at the Northern Territory Christian Schools annual conference Guthadjaka 

presented Gäwa community research: 

Learning should be not just two way; it should be 50/50 learning...even 

traditional knowledge and skills that are our own and unique to Warramiri 

people. These need to be valued. They are not valued if they are left out. We 

need to get back a balance to our values and the values that children take up 

from their home environment and also their school environment. Warramiri 

things are rare and precious; they belong to us (Guthadjaka, 2012). 

For Bilingual Education: Bothways Learning: a practical approach, also in 2012, for the 

Department of Education at Shepherdson College she highlighted ‘learning together’: 

Rrambaŋi Marŋgithirr: Both Ways is Teacher teaching students and students 

teaching teacher (bala-räli). The learning is then holistic across two cultures. 

This is happening at Gäwa and it is working well. We have not yet discovered 
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how far we can take it with good result, but we will find out (Guthadjaka, 

2012b). 

In 2013, as a keynote presenter for the SNAICC National Conference she discusses the 

developing approach at Gäwa: 

The list of words that our children understand is getting smaller, word by 

word. Our words are being replaced with English words; colour by colour. 

Unless own language increases in step with a growing knowledge of English, 

Yolŋu people will lose their own language completely... At Gäwa, we found 

that there were two parts to a better way:  Firstly, ‘bridging’: 

gumurrkunhamirr62 (establishing relationship). Bridging is really about 

connecting. Schools and teachers only need to make the connections 

available and the ‘bridging’ will happen automatically. Secondly, in-season, 

local background for good communication. The new teaching can often be 

communicated better with a familiar local illustration. This engages the 

students who take the position of being the ‘experts’ on the subject…the 

students will often teach the teacher as the teacher is teaching them 

(Guthadjaka, 2013). 

Lastly, in accepting the inaugural ‘Elder on Country’ award from Northern Institute, Charles 

Darwin University, Guthadjaka again spoke of partnerships: 

Sometimes we have attack or murky water (burratha) from other people who 

don’t know what we are doing. Or something dangerous (The Intervention) 

coming towards us. If this murky water is coming we don’t jump in. We need 

                                                             
62 Gumurrkunhamirr literally means ‘coming chest-to-chest’ and is a process of establishing formal 
relationships or bonds between individuals or clans. 
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to watch, listen and wait. We need to be wise like the stingray…. We need to 

come together with open heart towards each other. So we can have good 

dialogue and negotiate the way forward (gumurrkunhamirr). Move from 

murky water to clear water. The things we negotiate and make together 

through partnership and leave behind-like stories and posters-are like the 

marks the stingray leaves in the creek bed (ponds of ratharathandha and 

djurrwara in the creek bed) (Guthadjaka, 2014). 

It was vitally important to outline these Warramiri ‘Bothways’ perspectives in detail, for 

most are previously unpublished and as we have observed, clan-specific knowledge and 

identity practices are paramount. However, it is also manifestly clear that the ‘Bothways’ 

philosophy outlined by Guthadjaka emanating from Gäwa, including the metaphors of 

lonydju’yirr  (getting side by side), rrambaŋi marŋgithirr (learning together) and 

gumurrkunhamirr (establishing relationship/formal bonding) is remarkably consistent with 

Yolŋu publications from previous decades and different communities/clans. The emphasis 

remains on specific clan (Warramiri) language/literacy development, utilising (Warramiri) 

land to learn ‘on country’ and ‘through country’ and fostering a teacher-learner dynamic 

that enables balanda and Yolŋu to share and model together to move forward.  

Rationale 

The need for such for such multiliteracy approaches is most pressing. For Yolŋu children, the 

role of language is fundamental in forming identity, with a strong correlation to improved 

health and educational outcomes. The House of Representatives Standing Committee 

concluded that ‘incorporating Indigenous languages into the education system leads to an 

improvement in both Standard Australian English and Indigenous languages and can have 

many cultural, health and wellbeing advantage’ (House of Representatives, 2012, p.119). 
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The AMA Indigenous Health Card notes: ‘a strong sense of cultural identity and self-worth 

can be protective… strengthening that community, through capacity building that carries 

from one generation to the next’ (Australian Medical Association, 2013, p. 12). And the 

Federal government’s ‘Indigenous Language Policy’ acknowledges that ‘better targeting 

support for Indigenous languages as part of a broader national focus on Indigenous culture 

generally, will contribute to the overall well-being of Indigenous communities’ 

(Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, p. 2). In the local Northern Territory context, despite the 

controversy over many years concerning bilingual education, the most recent and extensive 

report into Indigenous Education confirmed ‘for students for whom English is not their first 

language, schools should provide a coherent, continuing, high quality first language 

program’ (Wilson, 2014, p. 115). It is also an issue of equity and international reputation as 

Australia has endorsed the UN Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples which 

explicitly states that ‘Indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control their 

educational systems and institutions providing education in their own languages, in a 

manner appropriate to their cultural methods of teaching and learning’ (United Nations, 

2008).  

Specifically, Indigenous ‘outstations’ or homelands (like Gäwa) are particularly important, 

with estimates ranging from a quarter to 35% of the Indigenous population of the Northern 

Territory living in such communities (Kerins, 2009; CreativeSpirits, 2017). There have been 

unequivocal research results on the health and wellbeing benefits of homelands, with ‘a 

growing body of evidence pointing to superior health outcomes for adults residing on 

homelands  or outstations compared to those living in large Aboriginal townships’ (Kerins, 

2010). However, the experiences of children have not been adequately analysed, with ‘little 

longitudinal research to guide the development of evidence-based policy for 
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homeland/outstation education’, in particular (Kerins, 2010). Research is vitally necessary as 

the context of Indigenous bilingual/bicultural education is highly complex, and the needs so 

profound. The AEDC 2015 data presents 63.8% of school-commencing children from the 

relevant Galiwin’ku demographic as ‘developmentally vulnerable’ in two or more areas, 

compared to the national rate of 11.1%, and in the ‘Language’ domain particularly, 85.7% 

vunerable, compared to the national 6.5% (Australian Early Development Census, 2016). A 

few years into formal education and the NAPLAN figures for Indigenous ‘Very Remote’ 

Northern Territory students are similarly alarming. For example, the 2015 Year 3 Literacy 

results for students at or above national minimum standards are: Reading 27.4% and 

Writing 25.8% (Australian Curriculum, Assessment and Reporting Authority, 2015).  

 

These figures are disturbing, but do such standards tell the whole story of the literacy 

strengths and weaknesses of Indigenous children on homelands? And if sustained 

bicultural/bilingual programs are crucial to ‘best practice’, how can they practically be 

implemented? Surprisingly, there is a dearth of relevant research at both the national and 

international level which enables effective evaluation. The Menzies School of Health 

Research Report into ‘early years’ acquisition of English for Indigenous students bemoans 

the confusion in terminology resulting in a ‘paucity of studies reporting good empirical data 

or providing adequately described descriptions of the instructional approaches’ (Silburn, 

Nutton, McKenzie & Landrigan, 2011, p. 25). The Report’s major recommendation includes 

‘the commissioning of formative research and in-depth case studies to inform specific policy 

and practice’ (Silburn et al, 2011, p. xi). This call is echoed by Wilson who calls for 

‘undertaking initial research to ensure that teaching programs and assessment instruments 

are effective with Indigenous students, including those in first language programs’ (Wilson, 
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2014, p. 21), and the AMA who suggest a ‘greater emphasis should be given to action-based 

research in the form of projects developed for, and located within, local communities’ 

(Australian Medical Association, 2013, p. 12).  

 

Accelerated Literacy ‘Bothways’ 

The following data is not presented as an 

action-based, in-depth case study, but is 

certainly a forerunner for such potential 

future research. However, we are 

confident  it is an adequately described 

instructional approach that attempts to offer the rigour of best-practice EAL/D pedagogy 

whilst honouring the lonydju’yirr  (side by side), rrambaŋi marŋgithirr (learning together) 

and gumurrkunhamirr (bonding) aspirations of the Gäwa community, as we applied the 

‘Accelerated Literacy’ model for sessions in both languages. In brief introduction, 

‘Accelerated Literacy’ (AL) functions as a comprehensive cycle of connected routines (Figure 

27) designed to be implemented in the daily ‘literacy block’ timeslot. It was heavily 

supported in the Northern Territory over the years 2004-2009 under the NALP (National 

Accelerated Literacy Program) banner in regards to resource development, teacher training 

and formal evaluation. It is still utilised in many remote schools (Wilson, 2014). It is an 

amalgam of various other literacy methodologies including critical literacy, systemic-

functional grammar approaches and scaffolding strategies.63 It was not initially designed as 

an EAL/D approach necessarily, but was taken up largely in these contexts and it has been 

                                                             
63 See Adoniou & Macken-Horarik (2007) for how Accelerated Literacy draws on Halliday’s systemic functional 
approaches and Vygotsky/Brunner scaffolding theories. 

Figure 27: Accelerated Literacy Cycle 
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argued that it is just as suitable for adult learners as school students (Cowey, 2009). There 

have been various articles which comprehensively outline the approach (Cowey, 2005; Gray, 

2007), but in brief summary form, the major strategies involve the following elements: 

a) The foundation of the approach involves a strategic choice of an age appropriate/interest 

level (not ‘literacy’ level) text which becomes the focus for the entire unit. During ‘literate 

orientation’ the teacher builds with the students a common knowledge around narratives 

(and other genres) and the reading skills necessary to understand the meaning of the 

specific passage set for closer study.  

b) In ‘Transformations’, the grammatical function of key words and phrases of the set 

passage becomes the focus as choices made by the author to create certain impacts on 

readers are revealed, including sentence structures and literary techniques.  

c) In ‘Spelling’, words from the passage are chosen and ‘chunking’ strategies utilised to build 

recognition of groups of letters that regularly combine in English orthography.  

d) Lastly, in ‘Writing’, students use the set passage as a template and model for their own 

writing. Progression from joint reconstruction of the set passage, to joint construction of 

new texts to independent construction is pursued, in a similar vein to the classic EAL/D (ESL) 

curriculum cycle (Gibbons, 2002).  

As a literacy focus, for assessment, a running-record reading test is completed on the set 

passage, out-of-context reading of words, weekly spelling tests of chosen words as well as 

both formative and summative assessment of writing pieces. 

A few other introductory notes are necessary. Firstly, the ‘Bothways’ approach at Gäwa 

utilising the AL model is not necessarily an endorsement of this particular English literacy 

approach over any other rigorous literacy suite. It has been argued that the AL emphasis on 

whole-of-class real learning and the scaffolding cycle may well suit remote Indigenous 
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learners traditional learning ‘world view’ (McCormack & Cowey, 2008) and that the 

persistence in choosing texts at interest/age level rather than literacy level inspires a high 

level of engagement with literate discourse (Harley, 2008). The ‘high challenge-high support’ 

paradigm of the approach and  the emphasis on text-patterning functions as a clear model 

for quality EAL/D teaching and learning systems (Adoniou & Macken-Horarik, 2007) and 

mapping Second Language Acquisition theories to AL is quite achievable (Mullin & Oliver, 

2010) . Nevertheless, the pertinent reality at Gäwa was that AL was already the accepted 

approach to English literacy over the years 2006-2014, and thus was chosen to incorporate 

Warramiri literacy. Other vital considerations were the fact that it was a text-based literacy 

approach (genuine literacy remains the aim; no ‘Three Little Pigs in Warramiri’ syndrome), 

that students were already familiar with the practical routines, and in utilising these exact 

same routines a powerful demonstration was enacted that balanda teachers did not 

consider English superior to Yolŋu languages and that, in fact, all languages could be 

deconstructed and reconstructed for learning purposes. In this sense, the approach bears 

strong similarities to the development of ‘Walking, Talking, Texts’ in the 1980s, and the 

extension at Wurrumiyanga as Tiwi educators chose to apply it to the ‘Tiwi program so that 

theirs would be more linguistically interactive and engaging... (for) children to learn Tiwi 

knowledge and language in addition to literacy, from the texts they read’ (Murray, 2017, p. 

120). But most importantly, it was in direct response to Gäwa Elders’ priorities; the ‘old 

man’ who had endorsed the use of Warramiri texts developed by Guthadjaka, and 

Guthadjaka herself who expressed a desire for truly integrated ‘team teaching’ as opposed 

to ‘release’ time for the balanda teacher whilst the Yolŋu assistant took Yolŋu Matha 

sessions: 
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I want that to happen, for there to be teamwork, to plan together the 

balanda teacher and the Yolŋu teacher. The balanda will help the Yolŋu 

Assistant planning, not the teacher working by himself. That’s what bilingual 

is- both roads, both ways. 

The second issue to clarify is directly related to the last sentence in the above quote. There 

is a long and controversial history of bilingual education in the Northern Territory, including 

pedagogical and political manoeuvres (Devlin, Disbray & Devlin, 2017). But to be precise, the 

Warramiri ‘Bothways’ literacy approach is not bilingual as the medium of instruction for the 

large majority of lesson time remains English, not Warramiri or even Djambarrpuyŋu. At 

Gäwa this is because there are only two classes, the senior class often has no ‘Assistant 

teacher’ and the other ‘Assistant teachers’ are not necessarily Warramiri speakers 

themselves. As a young community and school, there is (as yet) no Literature Production 

Centre or similar Language Hub. Formal multi-lingual education is undoubtedly the aim of 

the school in the long-term, but as it stands, the Warramiri ‘Bothways’ literacy approach is 

an attempt to utilise the strengths that currently do exist at Gäwa: Warramiri resources 

(digital, text-based and the land of Gäwa itself and neighbouring islands), a literacy suite 

that is working and that students are comfortable with (Accelerated Literacy) and a small 

homeland context, with a shared willingness between balanda and Yolŋu to truly work 

together within a team-teaching and teacher-as-learner philosophy. Lastly, at the critical 

level, there is some criticism of Accelerated Literacy, that it sits comfortably within one side 

of the “access paradox”64 (Janks, 2004) in terms of ‘devaluing the cultural, linguistic and 

                                                             
64 ‘If you provide more people with access to the dominant variety of the dominant language, you contribute 
to perpetuating and increasing its dominance. If, on the other hand, you deny students access, you perpetuate 
their marginalisation in a society that continues to recognise this language as a mark of distinction’ (Janks, 
2004, p. 33). 
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textual lifeworlds’ of Indigenous students by presenting ‘English and literacy as something 

that enables ‘decontextualised rationality’ and literate discourse as a “secret language” that 

affords empowerment’ (Kostogriz & Doecke, 2008). Furthermore, some might argue that 

applying the model to Warramiri texts only exacerbates this neo-colonial dynamic. 

However, we would maintain that the integration is actually an emergent, generative 

multiliteracy pedagogy, particularly focussing on the elements of situated practice and overt 

instruction (including meta-language development) with great potential for critical practice, 

quite akin to Nakata’s recommendations for Indigenous standpoint and literacy 

development (Nakata, 2000). 

Case Study: Storm Boy and Balanda Runu’ŋur 

To demonstrate the approach, an overview of a school term with associated major literacy 

routines utilising the AL approach will now be presented.  

a)Text Choice 

The first crucial decision revolves around choosing suitable texts for the term. As the texts 

are essentially used for the full ten weeks, they need to be age/interest level appropriate 

and contain a section or passage that is useful for elucidating vocabulary and grammatical 

information, as well as providing a clear template for modelled writing. For the approach at 

Gäwa we also desired the texts to have some kind of thematic connection and that they 

utilise all three target languages 

(Djambarrpuyŋu, Warramiri and 

English) in some capacity. It was 

also important to consider what 

had been studied previously, in 

regards to covering different genres Figure 28: Storm Boy and Balanda Runu’ŋur 
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and text-types over the course of the year. In this case, the previous term was focussed on 

allegoric/symbolic writing, with a strong English and Warramiri focus. We had studied the Dr 

Seuss classic The Lorax with its wonderful word play, rhyming patterns and ecological 

themes and had combined this with Guthadjaka’s Yuṯa Gonydjuy (The New Wax), a 

Warramiri parable (based on true events from Galiwin’ku) concerning wild bees who left 

their traditional ways by making ‘honey’ from the tar that was being used to make balanda 

roads (Living Archive of Aboriginal Languages, 2017). Students had created their own animal 

narratives with a ‘deeper meaning’ in English as the written task. We had also planned the 

unit to coincide with the time of year when wild honey was available, so significant time was 

spent hunting for and learning about the various dhuwa and yirritja honeys and their 

totemic significance.  

For the current term then, we desired a more complex, English narrative text from a realist 

genre that introduced further literary techniques, but a slightly easier Yolŋu text (a 

Djambarrpuyŋu one) from which we could 

model Warramiri writing. We chose Colin 

Thiele’s famous Storm Boy (Figure 28) with 

its beautiful descriptions of isolated, 

coastal Australia and one boy’s profound 

connection to land and local animals and 

paired this with Balanda Runu’ŋur, 

(Whiteman on the Island), a Djambarrpuyŋu text from the Literature Production Centre at 

Galiwin’ku, of a Yolŋu family who found a balanda shipwrecked on an island (Figure 29). We 

explicitly linked the texts for the students thematically and visually (Figure 28), continually 

initiating each lesson with discussion around  remote, coastal areas, lost and/or isolated 

Figure 29: SmartBoard reading activities 
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balanda, survival techniques and food supplies, and the beauty and grandeur of the land 

itself.65 The opening paragraphs of each text were our set passages for study andalso 

functioned as our templates for joint construction writing. 

b) Literate Orientations, Transformations, Spelling 

Over the weeks studying the texts, we progressed through the full range of Accelerated  

Literacy routines. We read and 

discussed Storm Boy and Balanda 

Runu’ŋur and made explicit the 

structural features of writing we 

were experiencing (Low order). We 

‘built the field’ by using maps of the 

Coorong and the Wessel Islands, 

watching excerpts of the Storm Boy 

movie, by walking around Gäwa to 

contrast our beaches, winds and oceans with the South Australian coast, by using the  

school canoes and even building our very own life-sized humpy! This was the crucial aspect 

of literacy-of-the-land time, as the choice of text actually encouraged these kinds of 

activities, which also included discussions with Elders around Warramiri seasons and food 

sources, important beach sites at Gäwa and ceremonial connections (Figure 30). We spent 

time inside the classroom focussing on specific words (High order) from the passages and 

made sure we knew the meaning of each and every word by playing action games, 

                                                             
65 In its prime ‘Bothways’ was most known for integrating science and maths with Yolŋu knowledges, and some 
of the metaphors were particularly applied to these fields of education. However, at Gäwa, we chose to begin 
with a Warramiri/English literacy theme and allow the science and history/geography to be developed from 
there. 

Figure 30: Land-based Low Order Orientation 
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highlighting words in different colours for 

different grammatical categories, drawing our 

own pictures and completing crosswords, 

find-a-words and cloze passages. We learnt of 

the overall function of words in the passages 

(Transformations) by cutting up strips and re-organising them, colour coding as a form of 

meta-language (Figure 31)66 and by practising our own metaphors and similes and double-

descriptors. We also focussed on reading the passages in a variety of individual, small group 

and whole of class fashions, and playing games and competitions to recognize words in new 

contexts. For (Spelling), we ‘chunked up’ and practised spelling words from both languages, 

using paper, little whiteboards and smartboard activities. Different days often focussed on 

different categories of words, reinforcing the colour coding process.  Figure 32 

demonstrates a student completing ‘brown’ noun words from ‘Balanda Runu’ŋur’ translated 

as shellfish, yam, wallaby and fish. We were both present in many classes, but even when 

Guthadjaka was not available, due to our pre-planning and focus on a specific passage, Ben 

could certainly continue with the 

Transformations and Spelling routines from 

Balanda Runu’ŋur by himself. Indeed, this is 

the crucial strength of the approach. 

Balanda teachers do not need to be linguists 

or even bilingual practitioners of Warramiri, 

                                                             
66 As adaptation of the AL ‘transformations’ board activity time, we chose to colour code different types of 
words for students. For example, verbs and verb groups were blue (‘Blue for things you do’), uncommon ones 
(tumble, thunder, pitch, writhe, rise etc) acted out in games to ensure understanding. Green was used for 
adjectives and adverbials, highlighting how Colin Thiele relies on these extensively to ‘paint a picture in our 
minds’. 

Figure 31: AL Transformation board 

Figure 32: Yolŋu spelling 
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with adequate planning around a set passage it is quite possible to continue with aspects of 

the literacy routine alone and/or with minimal support.67 Due to the mission history, (thanks 

largely to the pioneering efforts of linguist Beulah Lowe; Wearing, 2007) the Yolŋu 

orthography is both consistent across the various clan languages and internally consistent 

and thus relatively ‘easy’ for English first-language speakers (Yolŋu Studies, 2015). Certainly, 

at Gäwa there are exisiting phonetic resources such as Warramiri ‘alphabet’ charts which 

can be mastered with some initial dedication. But the most important factor was the 

commitment to keep running Warramiri lessons in some form, even when Ben’s spoken 

Warramiri was limited as this was the prime opportunity for students to take the lead, assist 

with vocabulary and pronunciation in particular and function as ‘teachers’. 

c) Writing 

 Undoubtedly, the most enjoyable aspect of the approach, and the culmination of the 

process was the joint construction phase of 

the writing tasks. Here, we applied all the 

new semantic and syntactic knowledge 

from deconstructing the set passages to a 

new setting, a new class narrative. For 

Storm Boy we took the poetic and lyrical 

opening passage and applied it to the life of the ‘old man’ of the Warramiri as he grew up as 

a boy on the isolated island of Wunburri (Figure 33). All of the students had visited this 

island via a three-hour ride in a tinny, and had stayed there for a few days at a time, but it  

                                                             
67 There is also an ARDS Warramiri vocabulary list and basic grammar primer available which can also be 
utilised in preparation (Aboriginal Resource and Development Services, 2015). 

Figure 33: Wunburri Island 



330 
 

Storm Boy 

Storm Boy lived between 

the Coorong and the sea.  

His home was the long, long 

snout of sandhill and scrub that curves 

away south-eastwards from the Murray 

mouth. A wild strip it is, windswept and 

tussocky, with the flat shallow water of the 

South Australian Coorong on one side and 

the endless slam of the Southern Ocean on 

the other.  They call it the Ninety Mile 

Beach.  From thousands of miles round the 

cold, wet underbelly of the world the 

waves come sweeping in towards the shore 

and pitch down in a terrible ruin of white 

water and spray.  All day and all night they 

tumble and thunder.  And when the wind 

rises it whips the sand up the beach and 

the white spray darts and writhes in the air 

like snakes of salt. 

Storm Boy lived with Hide-Away Tom, his 

father.  Their home was a rough little 

humpy made of wood and brush and 

Daymaŋu’s Home 

Daymaŋu lived 

between the 

Brown Strait and 

the Arafura Sea. 

His home was the small eye of beach and 

jungle that lies north-east of Elcho Island. A 

quiet island it is, calm and lonely with a 

shallow coral reef on one side and the deep 

blue water of the sea on the other. They call 

it Wunbirri. From hundreds of kilometres 

through the hot, steamy guts of the world, 

the North Wind comes rushing towards the 

island and strikes the trees in a powerful 

swirl of leaves and sand. All day and all 

night it whistles and moans. And when the 

cyclone smashes it tears the trees out of the 

ground and the old tank flies into the air 

like a huge metal goose. 
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was no longer permanently inhabited. Even by Warramiri standards it is an isolated and 

beautiful area! It is also the distinct ‘inheritance’ of a number of students in the class, and a 

site of some fascinating pre-Macassan narratives. Thus, it is a very fertile and important area 

for students to learn about from the ‘old man’. Working through the set passage a few 

sentences at a time at the end of each week, we text-patterned from the structure and 

techniques employed and co-constructed a narrative focussing on the ‘old man’ and his 

boyhood life. We utilised both writen templates and oral joint construction techniques and 

as it was a complex passage in English, did not stray too far from the Storm Boy model. It 

was also a prime time for differentiation, as a few of the older and stronger English literacy 

students also began an orientation paragraph of their own life at Gäwa. By the end of the 

term, a class-produced, beautiful text was written and illustrated/collaged (Figure 34).  

For Balanda Runu’ŋur a truly unexpected outcome eventuated when we went to talk to the 

‘old man’ who shared a local, lost-balanda story. During World War 2 Warramiri families 

had discovered two balanda army personnel who had escaped their exploding plane and 

flattened sheets of iron from old tins.  It 

had a dirt floor, two blurry bits of glass for 

windows, and a little crooked chimney 

made of stove pipes and wire.  It was hot in 

summer and cold in winter, and it shivered 

when the great storms bent the sedges and 

shrieked through the bushes outside.  But 

Storm Boy was happy there. 

Daymaŋu lived with his fathers and mothers 

and lots of brothers and sisters. He ate long, 

skinny yams, many fish and turtle eggs. He 

had to dig in 

the bush for 

drinking water. 

For sheets at night he used paper bark. But 

he was happy there. 

Figure 34: Storm Boy opening and Joint Construction: Daymaŋu’s Home 
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been washed ashore in the Wessel Islands. They made their way slowly through the islands 

until they came to Gäwa where they were rescued, fed well on a diet of fish, turtle, oyster 

and stingray and eventually canoed back to the distant mission on Miliŋinbi. One of them 

wrote a memoir of his experiences as he considered the reward the Yolŋu received 

inadequate for the troubles they went to to ensure the men’s safety (Booth, 1988). 

Of course, for Gäwa students, it was a fascinating piece of history that we could listen to, act 

out, and ultimately write into our own narrative in Warramiri. It was a team-teaching 

approach as Guthadjaka and Ben took turns in helping students recall the ‘old man’s’ 

narrative, using the existing story template (which students had become familiar with 

through the AL routines) to prompt formal sentences, whilst incorporating Yolŋu framing 

devices and dialogue traditions, and applying Warramiri (as opposed to Djambarrpuyŋu) 

vocabulary. This was a key time embodying the rrambaŋi marŋgithirr principle as Ben 

certainly took on a learning role whilst helping scribe the emerging narrative, often making 

mistakes in pronunciation and spelling that students delighted in correcting! Again, the story 

was not completed in one sitting, but co-constructed over a number of sessions as we 

focussed on one part of the narrative at a time. Our new text was called Märrma Balanda 

Gäwaŋur (Two whitemen at Gäwa) and it retold this neglected Australian World War Two 

story in its original Australian language. Figure 35 demonstrates a few pages of the finished 

text.  
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In a highly appropriate last twist, when the new principal at Gäwa Christian School aspired 

to reinvigorate distinct Warramiri sessions in the school in 2017, she went searching for 

accessible Warramiri stories and used Märrma Balanda Gäwaŋur as her first text, thus 

completing the cycle of text deconstruction, to new text construction, back to use as text 

deconstruction. Indeed, in this sense, we were approaching what Christie labels a Galtha68 

literacy curriculum; a move  

away from producing literature intended to feed into the learning process, and 

towards facilitating the production and distribution of literature which can be seen 

as emerging from the learning process, its visible sign… which can be called up in the 

right setting to be used as evidence to support a particular perspective, to refresh an 

                                                             
68 Discussing the shift at Yirrkala in the 1980s, Christie uses the galtha analogy from ceremonial negotiation as 
an approach to integrating a Yolŋu epistemology into literature production. 

Figure 35: Märrma Balanda Gäwaŋur select pages 
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idea or a memory… where appropriate, towards the negotiation of another Galtha, 

at another moment (Christie, 1995, p. 81).  

This also became the direct inspiration to share the ‘Bothways’ approach to Warramiri and 

English literacy with the existing Gäwa staff in an on-country workshop in April, 2017. 

Conclusion 

The Warramiri Yolŋu have a long and profound history of contact with ‘outside’ influences. 

Some of the pre-Macassan visitors are yet to be specifically identified, but traces of their 

cultures and languages (as well as Badu, ‘Macassan’ and Christian balanda) have been 

entwined into Warramiri traditional ceremonies and belief systems (McIntosh, 2004, 

2006b). Undoubtedly, English literacy is an important skill for life in Australia in the twenty 

first century, even in the remote Wessel islands. Community members talk of English as 

crucial for future job opportunities. But for the present, for schooling and adult education at 

Gäwa, English literacy must be negotiated to sit alongside traditional literacies of reading 

and understanding the land with its stories and songs in its entire seasonal array, and the 

‘new’ literacy of the Warramiri language, which in turn supports a holistic, clan-based 

identity complex. A ‘Bothways’ approach to literacy is crucial and an approach which utilises 

existing literacy routines, such as Accelerated Literacy is a viable and powerful option until 

full bilingual education can be renewed. Lest (despite the best intentions) balanda follow in 

the footsteps of Macassan traders, become disenchanted, pack up their things and leave. 
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#8 The Warramiri Website: applying an alternative Yolŋu 

epistemology to digital development. 

Abstract 

The intergenerational transmission of traditional language and culture is at the core of Yolŋu 

Indigenous knowledge practices. The homeland of Gäwa in remote Arnhem Land, Northern 

Territory was established by Warramiri clan kinship networks to provide an appropriate 

place for this crucial role to continue. Technologies have long played a part in this 

transmission process, but can databases, websites and other digital storage mediums 

harmonise with existing Yolŋu epistemological and ontological frameworks? In considering 

an alternative approach to digital development, we rely on the Yolŋu elements of 

performative epistemology, multiple perspectives and a fundamental, narrative base. We 

then apply this approach to the construction of the ‘Warramiri Website’ (2011-2015) which 

houses and structures various resources, outlining its applicability to the current educational 

practices at Gäwa.  

Keywords 

Warramiri website, Yolŋu epistemology, Indigenous digital education. 

Introduction 

From 2011-2015, Kathy Guthadjaka and Ben 

van Gelderen worked collaboratively on 

creating the ‘Warramiri Website’. Warramiri is 

the name of one of the ‘clan’ and language 

groups of the Yolŋu Indigenous people of 

North-East Arnhem Land, Northern Territory. Figure 36:  Gäwa, Northern Territory 
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Although spread out across this area in various townships, around forty-fifty Warramiri 

members now live at Gäwa, a small, very remote homeland at the tip of Elcho Island. Gäwa 

was established by Kathy Guthadjaka and her kinship network in the 1980s, literally 

returning to country by cutting a road through the bush, establishing water supplies and 

houses, running school classes and eventually, permanently settling there. It is a remarkable 

story of vision, resilience and Indigenous self-determination (Gäwa Christian School, 2016). 

Specifically, the purpose of establishing Gäwa was to allow young Warramiri to grow up on 

their ancestral estates; to live ‘on country’ and learn from the land, away from the negative 

influences and distractions of life in the local township, Galiwin’ku. In short, Gäwa exists to 

best serve the age-old process of intergenerational transmission of Warramiri language and 

culture, understood as a holistic, Indigenous foundation.  

The Warramiri have a long history of engaging with outside influences, such as ‘Macassan’ 

traders, Christian missionaries and Government authorities, with a sophisticated philosophy 

of incorporating various elements of new ideas and technologies into their existing 

ontologies (McIntosh, 1994, 1996b, 1999; Rudder, 1993). Digital technologies certainly fit 

within this paradigm, and from the school’s outset, Kathy Guthadjaka as a qualified teacher 

and Elder, employed new technological initiatives to engage and teach young Warramiri of 

their heritage and inheritance (Charles Darwin University, 2006). As part of this drive for the 

‘best of both worlds’, in 2004 the community partnered with the Northern Territory 

Christian Schools Association to provide a permanent, well-resourced school at Gäwa. In 

2009, Ben van Gelderen arrived as the first ‘senior’ class teacher and began working with 

Kathy Guthadjaka in developing and implementing a bilingual and intercultural (‘Bothways’) 

curriculum for the class. Bothways had been progressively developed at various Yolŋu 

community schools (Lanhupuy, 1988; Wunuŋmurra, 1989; Yunupiŋu, 1989; Marika-
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Munuŋgiritj, 1990) and highlights the negotiation of Indigenous language and culture 

priorities within ‘mainstream’ schooling practices as an integrated curriculum. Kathy 

Guthadjaka had already been working for decades with the Bothways philosophy of 

education and Ben van Gelderen was keen to incorporate such an appropriate approach 

that both met the original aims of the Gäwa community and enabled Warramiri students to 

confidently transition to English usage and experience the breadth of the new Australian 

Curriculum. But it was in the area of digital resources that a clear potential emerged. Over 

the years, Kathy Guthadjaka had researched and developed a varied range of resources to 

facilitate a Warramiri Bothways curriculum. These included electronic story-books, factual 

audio-recordings on seasons and bush food, women’s crying songs, video songline-stories, 

artworks and modern ‘parables’. There were also sources on Warramiri life in general, 

published in conjunction with other interested parties, such as music DVDs with “The 

Wiggles” (Field, 2011) and local texts written and filmed from class activities with visiting 

researchers. These resources were genuinely unique, often stunning pieces, but there was a 

real concern that time and the elements might conspire to destroy them in such a remote 

and unrelenting environment. After much discussion, it was agreed that preserving and 

somehow structuring them into a website could benefit the school and community for 

generations to come. Such was our initial plan, which seemed so straight forward at the 

time. As of 2010, we would have answered the fundamental question: ‘Can digitized 

information feed into, complement, and extend the already well-developed ways that 

information is handled and managed in Aboriginal communities to support Aboriginal 

people in doing their knowledge?’ (Verran & Christie, 2014, p. 72) with a resounding ‘Yes!’; 

we were implementing such a process. However, as it turned out, the shift from an array of 

various digital resources to a structured website was neither practically easy nor 
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theoretically clear, and the more we developed and researched, the more complicated it 

became.  

The transmission of traditional language and culture is both a profoundly religious/historical 

process and a ‘futures thinking’ activity, to accommodate the interests and technologies of 

the present and future generations. The great challenge in digital design is to ensure a 

disjuncture between these two powerful demands does not eventuate; to create respectful 

and flexible pathways for communities and educators. Our intention in this paper is to 

outline the key theory postulated by Christie, Verran and other Yolŋu researchers in regards 

to Yolŋu interaction with digitial technologies (of performative epistemology, multiple 

perspectives and a fundamental, narrative base) and then briefly share the creation of the 

‘Warramiri Website’ as a problematised and on-going application of this theoretical 

framework. 

Theory 

The ‘Warramiri Website’ as a digital resource to aid transmission of Indigenous language 

and culture intersects with a number of pertinent and evolving theoretical frameworks; 

decolonising Indigenous methodologies (Smith, 1999; Haebich, 2014) ICT Indigenous 

pedagogies (Jorgensen, 2013; Watson, 2013) and Indigenous digital archiving (Nakata et al., 

2008; Gardiner, McDonald, Byrne & Thorpe, 2011) to name a few. And there are some 

works which analyse the role of technology and broadly defined ‘literacy’ in remote 

Australian Indigenous settings similar to Gäwa in some ways (Kral, 2012). Specifically, in the 

area of digital design and ‘architecture’, research coming out of public displays such as 

museums is often relevant. In this context, Srinivasan and Huang (2005) describe the 

concept of ‘fluid ontologies’ accommodating a ‘tighter coupling between communities’ 

interests and the browsing structure’ (Srinivasan & Huang, 2005, p. 193), with a number of 
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key factors facilitating this process; the knowledge content creator being directly involved 

with the digital structuring, making explicit the browsing and rearrangement processes 

available, remaining adaptive to new structures and by analysing actual histories of 

interactions with digital resources. In a similar vein, highlighting the agency of the content 

contributors, van der Velden (2010) calls for a ‘knower-centred approach’ (compared to a 

knowledge-centred approach) to Indigenous Knowledge Management (IKM), posing the 

fundamental query of how to ‘keep the relational, performative, and dynamic character of 

indigenous knowledge ‘alive’ in the design of knowledge management software?’ (van der 

Velden, 2010, p. 8). Her suggestion concerns the ‘contact zone’ where Indigenous 

knowledges and the techno-scientific knowledge of the management software meets not 

being defined as one of interaction, but of ‘intra-action’ where there is on-going 

entanglement; ‘with each iteration of the design, new agencies in terms of possibilities and 

constraints emerge’ (van der Velden, 2010, p. 12). Duarte and Belarde-Lewis (2015) also 

offer a helpful overview of some ‘best-practice’ projects, ranging from North America to 

New Zealand. Particularly encouraging for the Warramiri Website was to view it as an 

example of their identified third stage of ‘imagining’, where ‘Indigenous and non-Indigenous 

groups build partnerships to spread awareness and acquire formal acknowledgement of the 

epistemic value of local Indigenous knowledge’ (Duarte & Belarde-Lewis, 2015, p. 692). 

Specifically, there was also endorsement that maintaining a small, localised focus was 

appropriate; ‘at the very basis of Indigenous thought is the understanding that Indigenous 

knowledges are place-based knowledges, best understood in the richness of context, 

through the use of Indigenous languages, and conceptualised holistically’ (Duarte & Belarde-

Lewis, 2015, p. 693). Indeed, such a statement could have been written as a direct summary 

of the Warramiri Website’s foundation. In the Australian context, Dyson and Legget (2006) 
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suggest a ‘metadesign’ methodology as the digital articles being designed are also interfaces 

for future design; the ‘design approach is a seeding process rather than planning exercise’ 

(Dyson & Legget, 2006, p. 85). Such an approach seemed to align strongly with the 

Warramiri Website developing into a ‘live’ resource, particularly to be integrated into the 

on-going curriculum and further digital development at Gäwa Christian School. Practically, 

Dyson and Legget also suggest a number of concrete requirements for multimedia design in 

Indigenous communities: 

 Appropriate to Indigenous culture, particularly its oral and graphical strengths; 

 Robust enough to withstand the harsh environments where many remote 

communities live; 

 Acknowledging Indigenous knowledge protocols, security concerns over who has 

access to secret or sacred knowledge, and intellectual property issues; 

 Easy to use and navigate (given low computer literacy levels in many communities); 

 Cost-effective (given the poverty of many communities); 

 Allowing for diversity of communities and cultural evolution over time; 

 Able to be placed outdoors at the locus of creative practice; 

 Providing community control over contents and over design, development, 

implementation and maintenance (Dyson & Legget, 2006, p. 83). 

 
All these theorists played an important role in our ‘imagining’ the site, however, we need to 

insist that the relevant theory underpinning Yolŋu use of digital resources must arise from 

specific Yolŋu theorists and/or those who have spent considerable time understanding and 

applying Yolŋu knowledge systems. This is due to the profound variations of language and 

epistemologies even within Australian Indigenous communities, and certainly within the 
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global Indigenous community. Thus, the work of Christie, long-term teacher, linguist, 

lecturer and preeminent philosopher in regards to Yolŋu language and culture provided the 

extensive theoretical backbone of our website project. Somewhat akin to Yolŋu knowledge-

understanding progressing from ‘outside’ to more sacred and complex ‘inside’ truths, his 

work has progressed from the Bothways philosophy of education (Marika-Munuŋgiritj & 

Christie, 1995; Christie, 1997, 2007), to elucidating a research methodology that genuinely 

incorporates Yolŋu philosophy; a ‘transdisciplinary’ approach of working at the interface of 

western-academia and Indigenous Knowledge systems, attempting ‘both this and that at the 

same time’ in terms of generating research ‘results’ but retaining the Yolŋu emphasis on 

solutions to real issues; research that ‘within the Aboriginal world is respectful, respectable 

and useful’ (Christie, 2006b, p. 80). It is also ‘generative’ as the research serves a local 

purpose, it ‘works to generate change practices through research position’ (Christie, 2013, 

p. 4). In particular, his long-term commitment over the last two decades to continue work 

with Yolŋu practitioners has also enabled him access to emerging Yolŋu philosophies in 

regards to digital technology.69 In fact, Kathy Guthadjaka helped inform aspects of his work 

in prior projects and articles.70 Importantly, Christie and connected researchers produced a 

range of articles from 2004-2014, based on a number of large-scale digital projects which 

highlighted the tension between the benefits of incorporating the use of digital technology 

in Yolŋu intergenerational transmission knowledge practices, and the inherent dangers and 

                                                             
69 Significant multi-year research projects such as ‘Indigenous Knowledge Traditions, and Digital technology’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/ik/ikhome.html), ‘Teaching from Country’ 
(http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/index.html) and ‘ICT and Capacity Building in Remote Communities’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/inc/) all directly involved Yolŋu co-researchers and digital learning. 
70 She was co-author in Guyula, Gotha, Gurruwiwi & Christie, 2010 and Christie formally acknowledges her 
contribution to his other works in Christie and Greatorex, 2009 (Gambling report), Christie and Campbell, 2013 
(Housing report) and Christie, 2010, (Teaching from Country), 2011, (Gifted and Talented education), 2014 
(Community development).   
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contradictions of databases and web-based mediums. It is these works we now synthesise 

and structure as our foundational theoretical paradigm. 

Benefits of Digital Resources 

One starting point is to note that many Yolŋu have been utilising sound and visual 

recordings for their own political/religious purposes for a long time, with stories of cassette 

tapes being carried around in sacred dilly-bags and buried for later use emanating from the 

1960s, less than 40 years after first contact with balanda (Yolŋu for ‘white person’) 

pastoralists and missionaries (Christie, 2005)! There is also a clear desire to repatriate 

photos and audio files from older anthropological collections to their proper authorities. In 

particular, the potential for technology to aid the intergenerational transmission of 

language and culture is quite apt; ‘continuing the work elders have always done in 

Aboriginal family groups—using whatever resources come to hand in the work of 

regenerating clan and place as one, so as to ensure the continued health and wellbeing of 

both the land and the people’ (Verran & Christie, 2007, p. 215). There are a number of 

advantages with digital technologies over more traditional, print based resources. The focus 

on the aural/visual means print literacy is not as mandatory, making the resources more 

inclusive. The potential for many people to be involved in the performance/production and 

the hyperlink connectivity of digitial resources also encourages a multi-perspective/multi-

dimensional domain typical of Yolŋu knowledge production instances (Christie, 2001). Also, 

due to the increasing prevalence of Indigenous townships, and the associated lack of 

opportunity to visit and live ‘on country’, digital resources concerning ancestral estates and 

linked areas; of interactive maps and similar programs, enable the land to function as its 

own database, to maintain ‘important distinctions which need to be made between groups 

of people in ceremonial practice, song or art’ (Christie, 2007b, p. 34). And, lastly, there is the 
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sheer ‘engagement’ factor that young people have with digital and emerging technologies, 

over and above, at times, their desire to learn from their elders directly (Christie, 2004).  

At Gäwa there were a few other issues which also led us to think that developing the 

‘Warramiri Website’ was appropriate. Firstly, as mentioned, many of the resources were old 

and were in forms such as audio cassette tapes that were deteriorating and/or were no 

longer readily utilised. There were scores of hours of audio recordings of Warramiri elders 

(mostly passed away), so if those tapes were irreparably damaged the information would be 

lost forever, and in ten years’ time, would there even be cassette players available? 

Secondly, Kathy Guthadjaka had an array of resources on her trusty Macintosh, but they 

were filed according to memory only, and though new and amazing resources were 

consistently conjured up for class use that perfectly suited the unit being studied, in terms 

of developing a curriculum that could be planned for in advance, and Warramiri literacy built 

from, some kind of ordering was seen to be necessary. (As we shall unpack, this assumption 

that some kind of ‘order’ was needed is problematic and one of the key tensions in the 

theory and within our Warramiri Website project). Lastly, a digital resource was felt to be 

particularly needed at Gäwa for there were many times when neither Kathy Guthadjaka nor 

any other Warramiri speaker was available to ‘team teaching’ in the senior classroom, so a 

digital bank of resources which the mainstream, balanda teacher could continue with, at 

least in some way, was seen as a preferable option than having no Warramiri language and 

culture input during these times. 

Dangers of Digital Resources 

However, Christie also notes a large array of pitfalls in the use of digital technologies. A 

fundamental notion is that collections of resources require a certain structuring, ordering 
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and prioritising that is inconsistent with Yolŋu epistemology and ontology. Established as an 

overriding position, the rub of the problem is that: 

In the Yolngu world it is not so much the case that every reality has an inherent 

structure, but rather that every structure can be seen to inhere in a whole range of 

realities…the world in this sense could be seen to be endlessly structurable and 

humans use language to re-construct what is always a human meaning, using the 

lines and webs of connectedness and the names created and handed down by the 

ancestors to render our experiences meaningful in human terms (Christie, 1994, p. 

27). 

This quote opens up two major issues for consideration. Firstly, by imposing a structure on 

the website, or database, immediately other structures are precluded, which, in their right 

time and place are just as valid for Yolŋu knowldege transmission. Furthermore, the process 

of ordering, or use of metadata to identify and recall information under search parameters, 

actually becomes a process of codifying that particular view of reality. As a form of reading-

back-reality, or ‘reverse bootstrapping’ (Christie, 2005), we can thus fall into the trap of 

producing ‘a scientific model of the world which has its shape not because the world is so, 

but because this is the nature of our data structures’ (Christie, 2004, p. 8). Overall then, 

databases, or structured websites give off the impression that they are theory-neutral, 

masking the technical and political decisions made in the ordering and structuring process 

which, in fact, work against the very Indigenous ontology of multiple-connection-realities 

they are established to support (Christie, 2004). And at their worst, they can undermine the 

localised, primary purpose of the knowledge (‘who is telling the story, why they are telling it 

here and now, and how the story fits into the wider networks of kinship, art, music, 
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ceremonials and philosophy’ Christie, 2005, p. 62) by purporting to reveal how the 

information might be relevant to any person at any time. 

Secondly, for Yolŋu, the actual process of doing knowledge is a productive one, a ‘human’ 

process where language does not represent the world, but ‘talking, singing, crying, dancing, 

and painting all actively participate in the creation of new worlds as they have always done 

since the ancestors first talked, sang and danced the world into existence’ (Christie, 2005, 

p64). Christie summarises this as a ‘performative epistemology’, whereby knowledge (as 

opposed to identity which comes from your own family, kin, language, and land) is produced 

in conjunction and after negotiation with people of connected, but ‘different’ backgrounds 

(Christie, 2001). That is, you preserve your own identity as you do knowledge together, by 

‘identifying, acknowledging, and actively maintaining the differences of language, dance, 

art, etc., among various contributing totemic groups’ (Christie, 2004, p, 5). Of course, 

ceremonial performances are the prime example of this performative epistemology as no 

two ceremonies can ever be exactly the same; Yolŋu clan leaders negotiate the content, 

ordering and timeliness of performances as ‘refigurings of ancestral events to reflect current 

contexts’ (Christie, 2005, p. 64). Therefore, under such an epistemology, a digital resource 

can never properly be viewed as containing ‘knowledge’ to be transmitted to Yolŋu students 

or interested others. Indeed, it is merely information: a ‘series of ones and zeroes… a 

representation or artefact of an earlier act of knowledge performance/production’ (Christie, 

2004, p. 4). Thus, the real danger is in thinking that in creating a database or website, a 

repository of Indigenous knowledge has been formed, whereas, in truth, what exists is only 

a ‘memory resource containing assemblages of traces of previous truth-claim episodes’ 

(Christie, 2005, p. 64). 
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Lastly, also emerging from the nexus between identity and knowledge is the reluctance 

amongst Yolŋu to assume ownership and thus, authority over information in digital 

resources purporting to represent the broader community. It is not so much an 

unwillingness to share knowledge with the rest of the world (although these intellectual 

property issues are concerning; Guyula & Gurruwiwi, 2010), but due to the key, negotiated 

aspect of knowledge production, many are ‘keen to avoid being held responsible in any way 

for the management of, and particularly the access to the resources of others’ (Christie, 

2007b, p. 33). As all Yolŋu townships are a complicated mix of languages and clans, with 

Traditional Owners, ‘caretaker’ clans and inter-clan kinship networks all relevant, it makes 

any digital resource, even at a local ‘community’ level, a complex matter to resolve, and 

brings into question whether the finished ‘product’ will ever really be utilised in a 

meaningful manner. One of the Yolŋu who informed much of the theorising vividly likened 

the attempt at a generic ‘Knowledge Centre’ database at Galiwin’ku to that of the old 

mission cemetery ‘where lifeless but potent bodies of all different connections were 

amassed together unsupervised’ (Christie & Verran, 2013, p. 307).  

Indigenous Digital Resources: Theory 

How then, can well-intentioned balanda partner in the creation of databases and websites 

to assist in the intergenerational transmission of language and cultural knowledge without 

compromising the ontological and epistemelogical frameworks inherent in such negotiated-

performative practice? Christie posits: 

An alternative Australian Indigenous epistemology may emphasise the performative 

nature of knowledge, its negotiation from multiple perspectives and multiple modes 

of presentation and prosecution, and its fundamentally narrative base (Christie, 

2006c, p. 291). 



347 
 

Thus, there are three elements to consider. Firstly, to emphasise the ‘performative nature of 

knowledge’, a digital resource will have to acknowledge explicitly that the information 

loaded on to the database or website is not a ‘definitive’ version (especially so if it is a 

recording of a previous performative knowledge production occasion itself, like ceremonial 

activity). It may also mean creating the resource to serve a particular educational purpose or 

function, not something to be available online ‘forever’. In other words, designers should 

start with the ‘uses of digital artefacts as the framework for system development. Who will 

use it, how, and where?’ (Christie, 2004, p. 10).  

Secondly, in terms of the ‘multiple perspectives and multiple modes of presentation and 

prosecution’ as above, Christie relies on the concept of garma. This term is now well known 

as the name of the annual Yolŋu conference/festival which attracts considerable artistic and 

political interest both throughout Australia and internationally. But originally, the term 

garma was connected to the Yirrkala ‘Bothways’ curriculum of the 1980s, where it was used 

to define the intercultural interplay between ‘western’ and Yolŋu education systems being 

developed at the school (Marika-Munuŋgirritj et al., 1990). Garma was appropriate because 

it was a pre-exisiting Yolŋu concept of inter-clan negotiation, an ‘open ceremonial ground 

where different groups… come together for negotiated performances… where ancestral 

histories are performed in the context of contemporary issues, and where current truth 

claims are presented and assessed’ (Verran & Christie, 2007, p. 218). Garma was developed 

by Yolŋu educators themselves in a number of powerful and fascinating elucidations 

outlining the key applicability of the concept to education (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, et al., 1990; 

Marika, 1999). In relation to digital futures, Christie furthers the process from a literal 

garma of land, through the metaphoric garma of curriculum, to a new literal/metaphoric 

virtual garma or web-site, where digital resources ‘need not be in real time, but must be 
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ordered… the site becomes a garma through the careful implementation of protocols for 

performance, and the provision of rich networks of (hypertextual) linkages among these 

performances’ (Christie, 2001, p. 48). Thus, many perspectives are encouraged and 

negotiated, but with Yolŋu ownership of permissions, where ‘people are invited to enter, 

and observe, and do their thing under supervision’ (Christie, 2001, p. 49). 

Lastly, in relation to retaining a ‘narrative base’, or, in fact, an on-going narrative function, it 

is more than simply including examples of ‘stories’ amidst the other information on plants, 

animals, land features, seasons, etc. The entire resource must help to enable the drive 

towards performative epistemology which has narrative at its core. In this regard, Christie 

advocates ‘flattening-out’ of the meta-data which stifles connections and narrative 

possibilities as the crucial design methodology, and highlights the understanding that digital 

literacy or narrative is a two-edged sword with the productive element feeding back onto 

and enhancing the receptive one. In other words, Yolŋu ‘will learn to read databases 

profitably for their own purposes as they learn to write them’ (Christie, 2004, p. 11). 

Indigenous Digital Resources: Practice 

Practically, how do we ensure that a database/site, with its ‘architecture and structure, its 

search processes and interfaces, its ownership’ (Christie, 2004, p. 8) remains married to the 

Yolŋu ontology and epistemology? Christie’s solution is to strive for ‘postcolonial 

databasing’ (Verran & Christie, 2014) of ‘fluid ontologies’ (Christie, 2006c) and ‘located 

accountability’ (Verran, Christie, Anbins-King, van Weeren, & Yunupiŋu, 2007). In a humble 

contrast, Christie readily acknowledges that his first attempts at collating and storing stories 

both on CD format and online in the 1990s for the ‘Yolŋu Studies’ program at Charles 

Darwin University was ‘an essentially non-Aboriginal way of structuring and presenting 

Aboriginal knowledge’ (Christie, 2005b, p. 55), and thus, he positions two alternatives for 
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future development. Either, developers ‘encode the complex connectivity of Yolngu 

knowledge in the data structure… (or) do away with the attempt to hard wire the 

relationality into the database… collapse the metadata categories and create the conditions 

whereby Indigenous owner-users can learn to invoke and encode for themselves’ (Christie, 

2005, p. 61). Whilst acknowledging the first option may be possible, he warns that 

‘designers, in Australia have enjoyed very little success in their attempts to replace an 

embedded western classificatory system, with an imagined Indigenous alternative’ (Christie, 

2006c, p. 290) and that even approaches which highlight the social/kinship perspective rely 

on western categorisation prioritisations (Verran et al., 2007).  Thus, he favours the 

ontological ‘flattening out’ approach to the metadata; that is, the second alternative of 

purposively allowing digital artefacts to sit ‘nameless’ on sites and databases, with 

connections and narrative meanings to be drawn by the users themselves. The development 

of the TAMI (Text, Audio, Movies and Images) proto-type software was a systematic attempt 

to embody the principles outlined above. The key features of TAMI were: 

- Single interface screen enabling 

searching, building of presentations, 

uploading and metadata functions. 

- Workspace enabling simultaneous 

viewings of resources.  

- Only initial metadata distinction as 

between text, audio, movies and images. That is, no other ‘fields’ to discriminate. 

- Folders created and different metadata attached as users decide. 

- Search capacity through full ‘thumbnail’ visuals, not just text based (Verran et al., 2007). 

Figure 37: TAMI. Verran et al., 2007 
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Thus, the TAMI database was a culmination of the theoretical position slowly developed 

since at least 2001, purposively to allow ‘bringing together unstable configurations for a 

particular collaborative performance, but without destroying their ability to fall apart, to 

return to their full potential for reconfiguration’ (Christie & Verran, 2013, p. 307). 

Ultimately, Christie championed small, localised, highly personalised collections with 

minimal location protocols whose ‘owners know what they contain and exercise the same 

stewardship as they do over their ‘natural’ resources’ (Christie, 2008b, p. 285). 

The ‘Warramiri Website’ (2011-2015) 

Although we were unaware of the TAMI work at the time, Kathy Guthadjaka’s computer was 

an example of a TAMI system, certainly. Ironically, what Christie advocates, in the end, was 

a digital template that already existed at Gäwa. It was contained and ‘owned’ by her alone 

and she continually made decisions as to which specific resources could/should be brought 

into the public (garma) space that was the ‘senior’ class, only for them to fall back into her 

own filing system of multi-saved entries (as opposed to categories) to be considered for use 

in another future knowledge-production instance. Perhaps if we had read all of the work 

Christie and others had compiled before we began the website development, it may never 

have eventuated! However, despite the synthesis presented above, we grappled with the 

theoretical framework having already committed to the construction of the Warramiri 

Website; theory and practice developed together over the years 2011-2015. Nevertheless, 

we argue now that the situation at Gäwa bears some marked differences to the 

environments postulated in aspects of Christie’s work. Thus, this last section tells the story 

of the website through the three categories of Christie’s alternative Indigenous 

epistemology of digital databases/websites previously outlined, highlighting the areas of 

congruence and problematising the areas of departure. 
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Performative Knowledge Nature 

Clearly, the concept that Yolŋu knowledge is made together after negotiation of kinship and 

inter-clan relationships are carefully worked through is as true for the Warramiri at Gäwa as 

it is anywhere else in north-east Arnhem Land. Indeed, not all the community members and 

students at Gäwa are Warramiri at all. However, they are all connected to Warramiri in a 

specific way, often in the yothu-yindi or märi-gutharra inter-clan kinship relationship 

(McIntosh, 1996b). And these relationships entail detailed obligations in terms of caring for 

and maintaining Warramiri land and overall affairs. For example, a number of significant 

funeral ceremonies have been held at Gäwa over the preceding few years and this complex, 

at times strained, process of negotiation/performance was clear to see, even for largely 

ignorant balanda. Likewise, Elders and students often return to Galiwin’ku and sometimes 

travel to further townships to attend ceremonies and memorials of other connected clans. 

Nevertheless, the clear focus of day-to-day learning for the students at Gäwa concerns their 

specific Warramiri clan upbringing. Or in Christie’s terms, there is a focus on identity as 

opposed to knowledge production. As he notes, in the overall epistemology ‘there is a 

difference between identity, and knowledge. Identity can be learnt within the context of 

your own family, your kin, your traditions, your language and your land. Knowledge 

production takes place as a result of negotiation between people of different backgrounds’ 

(Christie, 2001, p. 37). Gäwa was primarily established so that young Warramiri could grow 

up Warramiri. Indeed, the aim was to learn of their own identity, on their own land, in 

contrast to Galiwin’ku  with its overlapping of many clan groups now residing there and the 

more generic ‘Yolŋu’ culture and language taught at the large community school. One of the 

specific concerns is that Warramiri children (and all other Yolŋu children on Elcho Island) 

currently grow up speaking Djambarrpuyŋu, as the form of lingua franca of the Yolŋu 
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languages. But this may not, in fact, be either their mother’s nor their father’s clan 

language. Thus, for the intergenerational transmission work being done at Gäwa, priority is 

placed on learning from the Warramiri land and language that is the foundation of 

Warramiri identity. 

However, there is still a ‘performative’ aspect, but it is more focussed on the performance 

of Yolŋu as they relate to their ancestral estates; as they holistically learn ‘on country’. Kathy 

Guthadjaka has explained this emphasis previously, when at Gäwa the young people ‘know 

the land and the breezes, and the water, what time the tide will be in, when it will be out, 

because they are learning on country, and he grows with them, by means of that learning’ 

(Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 27). Thus, there is certainly still a focus on the interactive nature of 

identity, but the interplay between the land of Gäwa and the Warramiri is where the 

performance plays out, on a daily basis. However, this insight did not initially help us around 

the fact that there exists a ‘disjunction between the structured information to be found on a 

computer, and the integrated, holistic, lived and performed knowledges of Aboriginal 

people on country’ (Christie, 2004, p. 10). Indeed, intuitively we found that other sites 

(though carefully researched and beautifully presented) such as ones which represented 

Gupapuyŋu kinship, or areas around Ramingining, inevitably structured knowledge around 

‘topics’ (kinship, story, song, art, etc.) originally formed from anthropological frameworks.71 

But we were determined to attempt the first option mooted by Christie, a structuring that 

did reflect both the daily life of the young Warramiri and the identity-forming priorities of 

their Elders. The first significant breakthrough occurred in 2011 when we reflected on the 

fact that the seasonal-cyclical nature of learning ‘on country’ was the one constant, and 

                                                             
71 See Gupapuyŋu http://www.gupapuyngu.com/wegupa.html, Twelve Canoes http://www.12canoes.com.au/ 
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indeed, the beginning discussion for virtually every Warramiri class we had taught together. 

Interestingly, Warramiri include the season of Wolmay in their ‘calendar’, a concept not 

readily acknowledged in more generalised Yolŋu seasonal information (Davis, 1989). Our 

thinking developed from here; could we perhaps combine the appeal of a seasonal 

‘calendar’ chart with the website itself? Could we then structure other resources loosely 

into which ‘season’ they best aligned? For the first few years we proceeded with this 

template, the ‘Home’ page was a cyclical calendar 

(based on the beautiful poster chart designed in 

conjunction with Trevor van Weeren, Figure 38), 

whereupon clicking on a segment-season, you would 

be taken to further resources (stories, songs, plants, 

animals, hunting information) related to that season. 

This enabled a structure that seemed to match the 

holistic nature of daily life at Gäwa, but that was still 

quite flattened-out, allowing configurations of 

resources and performances for local, specific purposes. 

Multiple perspectives and Multiple modes 

As the seasonal-approach to the website gathered momentum and we worked on 

‘positioning’ various resources into the framework, it became clear that if it were truly to 

function as the foundation for the school’s curriculum, we also needed a variety of texts, at 

various literate and visual levels, to accommodate the students ranging from 5-15 who 

attended school. In a sense then, we put something of a twist on Christie’s criteria of 

multiple perspectives. Where he had imagined a virtual garma where connected but specific 

clan (and other) identities were showcased after negotiation, as the Warramiri site was 

Figure 38: Gäwa Seasonal Poster 
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more concerned with identity rather than knowledge production, our multiple 

perspectives/modes concerned multiple ways of approaching the same theme or topic. In 

particular, Elders discussed in the more formal interviews connected with the website 

research how children learnt before the introduction of formal schooling, in terms of 

consistently observing their family’s participation in routines on country and ceremonial 

performances, year after year… we embarked on developing a related ‘overlearning’ cycle 

to the website. That is, under each season, various resources would be available, some 

aimed at the very young, some at primary aged children and some for senior students. Thus, 

the yearly ‘Language and Culture’ curriculum at Gäwa could always ‘turn’ (gurruwilyun) 

around the seasonal cycle, but students would study deeper (‘inside’) and more literate 

Warramiri resources as they grew older and were deemed ready by the Elders. In this way, 

the site could function as a kind of simulacrum of the traditional Indigenous cyclical 

enculturation process into maturity. 

The other strength of this approach was that it gave impetus to the older notion of garma; 

the symbol of the Bothways curriculum of intercultural interplay between Yolŋu and 

mainstream educational priorities. In 2013, a fine example of this occurred when, using the 

seasonal template, a combined unit 

was designed around the Macassan 

visits to Warramiri land arriving on 

the ‘Northwind’ with associated 

stories and information around 

specific sites, plants, words and 

ceremonies introduced. But the unit 

also explicitly linked with the new History: Year 4 component of the Australian Curriculum, 

Figure 39: Damala Class Wall, 2013 



355 
 

where students learn of ‘the diversity of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples, their 

connection to place… and their contact with other societies’, specifically being referred to 

‘the trade between the Macassans and the Yolngu people’ in the Knowledge and 

Understanding content descriptor ACHASSK086 (Australian Curriculum and Reporting 

Authority, 2016). And when it comes around to Mayaltha season again (roughly January to 

March) at the start of the following school year, a connected but more in-depth, literate unit 

involving the ancestral dog Djuranydjura could be studied which also involves ‘Macassan’ 

stories, songs, and excursions to local ‘sacred’ sites with the potential for ‘inside’ sessions 

led by Elders. Or perhaps the focus could turn to some of the digital audio files which sit 

under the Mayaltha season that focus on the new growth of plants and fruits and dangers 

(literal and metaphoric) of the stone fish and stingray in the muddy waters. The ultimate 

point is that there are a number of resources and layers within each season and decisions 

on which area to emphasise can be negotiated with Elders and school teachers together. 

Crucially, through such an ‘overlearning’ cycle, the Warramiri children will progress in 

‘language and culture’ as the seasons, and years turn. 

A further, very different area of ‘multiple perspectives’ worth noting concerned the position 

that certain perspectives were viewed as unhelpful or even hurtful; to be excluded. In the 

age of digital ‘access’, the Warramiri Elders throughout the formal research interviews were 

often more concerned with digital restriction. Firstly, there were restrictions from influences 

that were eroding the on-going work of transmission of culture and language. After 

undertaking community research on this topic, Kathy Guthadjaka presented findings to the 

annual ‘Over the Top’ conference for the Northern Territory Christian Schools in 2012: 

In Arnhem Land the spring tides have brought lots of foreign things to our shores. 

Junk and rubbish mostly. The same tides have taken away our children and we have 
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milkarri; crying songs about the loss of children to Darwin and other faraway places. 

The milkarri you will hear now is just one of these songs (Guthadjaka, 2012). 

Specific examples then included the ‘rubbish’ of American-influenced rap music and bad 

language, the gambling and aimlessness in town and the fighting and swearing when kids 

return from town after ‘running wild’. It was an endorsement for homeland living overall, 

but the role of outside, often digital influences through the internet was highlighted as 

containing a dangerous potential to function as the outgoing tide of pulling children away 

from their heritage.  

But there was also a restriction to digital information that evolved over the course of the 

project. At first, the intention of the Warramiri Website was for both the Gäwa community 

and interested outsiders (particularly other Australian schools) to use the site to learn 

something of Yolŋu history and culture. However, as the site progressed and a number of 

sad events also impacted on the Gäwa community, overall trust deteriorated that outsiders 

would not appropriate the images and video/sound files on the site for their own purposes. 

In the end, in 2016, a password was added to the site as protection. Indeed, like Christie, we 

found that ‘processes of exclusion are as important as those of sharing in the work of 

keeping land and culture strong’ (Christie, 2006c, p. 286). 

Narrative Base 

The last of Christie’s elements for an alternative Indigenous epistemology regarding digital 

learning focussed on how the narrative foundation of knowledge production must remain at 

the fore. His solution was to do away with virtually all the metadata or structure to allow 

users to create their own connections; to create local, ever-changing, specific narratives. As 

has been discussed, we instead chose to utilise the seasonal-cycle as a structure, attempting 

to align with the holistic life at Gäwa. However, it soon became apparent that many of the 
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resources did not neatly fit in to any of the season segments. There were many 

interconnected stories and songs, tracing ancestral movements across land, connecting to 

significant totemic characters and items. As part of the broader ‘Warramiri Website’ project, 

we also undertook whole-of-community consultation around ‘two way’ education at Gäwa, 

in an attempt to clarify appropriate local pedagogies when it came to Warramiri-

Djambarrpuyŋu-English usage as well as learning styles, team teaching, intercultural 

curriculum etc. (van Gelderen, 2019). One of the clear messages to emerge was the primacy 

of learning ‘on country’. When asked about whether teaching Warramiri should happen at 

home or at school, one of the Elders and Ceremonial Custodian for Gäwa replied: 

Yes, in the school and when they finish (the school day), then they learn the Yolŋu 

way. It must be there, on their own land. Yes, there, on their own land (Gäwa), not on 

somebody else’s land. The school is at home, it’s all home. They learn Yolŋu way, the 

culture at ‘home’. It is all the same, it is home. Home, home, home... 

Profoundly expressed here, similar place-based, ‘on country’ sentiments came through in 

virtually every interview, and  community members also spoke about other traditional 

Warramiri sites on the mainland at Dholtji and Maṯamaṯa and islands through the Wessels. 

Ben van Gelderen’s notes from later that night were: In my desire for the seasonal structure 

to incorporate as much of the traditional knowledge as possible, I have overlooked how each 

parcel of land contains the ‘truth’ necessary for the education of Yolŋu. The Land 

incorporated and gave birth to both the people and the language (and a number of stories 

mentioned today included details of how people changed from speaking one Yolŋu language 

to another at certain places) and thus, naming and knowing land is of utmost importance.  

Thus, after further consideration, we felt it was only appropriate that the priorities of the 

Elders from the more formal research recordings were specifically reflected in the Warramiri 
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Website structure itself. The role of land –and the inherent connection to language that 

entails- was so paramount for the students in understanding their Warramiri identity that, in 

2013, we altered the Home page from the seasonal calendar to a more traditional 

‘Welcome’ page with a list of other ‘Title’ pages, in a loose hierarchy across the heading bar: 

Land-People-Language, then followed by Seasons-Men/Women-Philosophy. It was a 

significant change, and it was a little sad to depart from the seasonal-cycle structure which 

had been at the foreground of our approach for so long and visually gave off such a clear 

‘alternative’ appeal.  

However, the season focus was still present and practically within the site, a majority of the 

visual resources were still housed within these pages. In this sense, the site was akin to the 

beautifully presented ‘Yan-nhangu Atlas’ which was the culmination of a long-standing 

project in the homelands of the Crocodile Islands, similar in many ways to our own project; 

interested balanda researcher collaborating with a Yolŋu Elder over a number of years, to 

preserve and document her particular clan languages, history and seasonal life-cycles, all as 

a legacy for the future generations.72 This ‘illustrated dictionary’ also has much knowledge 

structured around the seasons, but includes distinct ‘chapters’ on language, history and 

specific land sites as well (Baymarrwana, 2014). The Warramiri Website had an almost 

identical purpose, and structurally it was now also quite aligned, but with the focus on ever-

adapting, digital resources. Furthermore, from 2013, each of these new Title pages then 

began a story of their own, with much reflection on the applicability of resources and 

language choices to frame each area (in both Warramiri and English). And the fundamental 

point to note for present purposes is that each page still opens up to reveal numerous 

                                                             
72 Indeed, we were unaware of this project until the actual ‘Atlas’ was delivered to the school at Gäwa. Despite 
being a beautifully illustrated and researched volume of over 500 pages, it is not for sale, but is to be 
distributed to various Yolŋu homeland communities. 
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digital resources, but without further sub-categories, and a number of the resources are 

stored in multiple pages as deemed relevant. The practical result meant that the site now 

‘looked’ like many of the other sites around Yolŋu language and culture; perhaps we had 

succumbed to the unwise move of inscribing ‘Aboriginal taxonomies or patterns of 

relatedness (person - clan – language - place – totem for example) into information 

architecture’ (Christie, 2006c, p. 290). But it was as a direct result of the emphasis that local 

Warramiri Elders placed on these areas, and importantly, it was also designed in an attempt 

to reclaim the narrative foundation of the website. The seasonal-cycle was clear and 

powerful but the narratives around land, people and language (the key stories the Elders are 

so keen to preserve and transmit) were positioned as utterly foundational.  

Conclusion 

The Warramiri Website had a long gestation 

period, but this is something we are proud of. 

We intentionally wished to ‘work slowly and 

allow new ideas and practices to emerge here 

and how, and grow slowly through mutual 

respect and a history of shared experience’ 

(Christie, 2009, p.32). We wrestled with the 

nature of structures, multiple perspectives and performative knowledge practices, and even 

though the website on the surface appears relatively simple to negotiate, we believe some 

of the complexity of Warramiri ontology and epistemology underpins it. But even more 

crucial is the fact that the entire website was envisaged and developed by the people who 

desire to use it, and by utilising a generic and reasonably easy template to manipulate, it 

continues to change. The Warramiri Website is not complete, it is intentionally incomplete 

Figure 40: Warramiri website homepage 
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and it will continue to alter and grow according to community wishes. The final step (which 

is beginning in April 2017 with professional development days for Gäwa staff on the site and 

its underlying philosophy) is to truly integrate the various resources with the school 

curriculum through a Bothways negotiation between community Elders and current 

teachers. This, we believe, is the ultimate narrative foundation, in that stories are told by 

people, and the people telling the stories at Gäwa are the Warramiri who have total 

command over the digital resource that is the Warramiri Website. As Christie concludes, the 

ultimate goal of the alternative epistemology is that ‘the distinction between the 

programmer and the user begins to dissolve, and the accountability of each is located in the 

relations which make the technologies useful’ (Christie, 2005a, p. 65). At Gäwa, we believe 

this process has only just begun. 
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#9 Designing the Warramiri website: a 

bala-räli ‘bothways’ duoethnography from the Yolŋu homeland of 

Gäwa. 

Abstract  

Technologies have long played an important role in the intergenerational transmission of 

Yolŋu languages and culture, but can digital development incorporate Yolŋu cosmological 

and epistemological frameworks? Despite the pressures of an increasingly standardised 

Australian Curriculum, the Yolŋu Indigenous Warramiri community at Gäwa in remote 

Northern Territory continues to pursue an ‘on country’ homeland and intercultural 

‘bothways’ philosophy of education. In this paper, we outline some of the bala-räli 

(backwards and forwards) discussions and negotiations from 2009-2015, as a form of 

duoethnography that culminated in the design of the Warramiri website to support such a 

‘bothways’ philosophy. 

interctural ‘bothways’ philosophy of education. In this paper, we outline some of the 

bala-räli (backwards and 

forwards) discussions and ations 

from 2009-2015, as a form of duoethnography that culminated in the desig 

Figure 41: Gäwa Homeland, 2010 



362 
 

Introduction   

The Warramiri website is a product of the collaboration between Yolŋu Indigenous Elder 

and Senior Australian of the Year, 2018 (Northern Territory) Kathy Guthadjaka, and Ben van 

Gelderen, former teacher/linguist at Gäwa homeland (Figure 41), Elcho Island in the 

Northern Territory of Australia. They began their collaboration in 2009-2010, developing a 

Warramiri bilingual/intercultural pedagogy for the remote school at Gäwa. In the preceding 

decades Guthadjaka had researched and developed a varied range of audio and visual digital 

resources to facilitate this process. These included traditional narratives, ceremonial 

recordings, texts on seasons and bush food, women’s crying songs, modern ‘parables’, 

interviews with Elders, maps, paintings, kinship charts and much more.  Over the years 

2011-2015, we had many back and forth (bala-räli) interactions, and three pivotal episodes 

have been chosen as exemplars to tell the story of our collaboration in designing the 

Warramiri website. We present this collaboration as a duoethnography (Norris & Sawyer, 

2012); a form of narrative inquiry with progressive iterations (Andrews, 2008) to record 

Ben’s personal journey in growing to understand and apply the Warramiri philosophy of 

education, and an opportunity for Guthadjaka, as Warramiri Elder, to elucidate how a 

remote, Indigenous community has taken up and repositioned digital technologies to 

facilitate the intergenerational transmission of traditional knowledge in conjunction with a 

‘bothways’ intercultural curriculum. Overall, we argue that digital technologies can certainly 

be compatible with Warramiri Yolŋu epistemologies and can be powerfully utilised to 

facilitate language revitalisation via a ‘through country’ seasonal-turning, holistic pedagogy. 

However, such technologies must remain generative, open-ended and continually 

(re)negotiated as the bala-räli dynamic remains paramount. 
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Context 

Gäwa is an Indigenous homeland at the northern tip of Elcho Island, east Arnhem Land in 

the Northern Territory. It is one of the ancestral estates of the Warramiri, a Yolŋu ‘clan’73 

connected traditionally to the coral reef and the deep sea (Burrumarra, 1977). The Yolŋu 

cosmology is structured by a moiety dynamic whereby everything in the universe is 

classified as either dhuwa or yirritja, including languages and clans with an exogamous, 

patrilineal descent classification. However, a complex kinship system ensures relationships 

between clans are interwoven and identity continually (re)negotiated (Keen, 1994). The 

Yolŋu conglomerate of Indigenous clans in Arnhem Land enjoyed over three centuries of 

trade relations with Macassans 

from Sulawesi dating back to 

the 17th century (Macknight, 

1976, Figure 42), but despite 

some intrusions into their lands 

by pastoralists (Trudgen, 2000), 

did not come into sustained 

contact with colonial Australia until the establishment of Methodist Missions from the late 

1940s (McKenzie, 1976). Unlike many other areas of Australia, the mission policies and 

practices at Elcho Island were reasonably supportive of Indigenous Language and cultural 

maintenance (Berndt & Berndt, 1954) and due to their own moiety structure and long 

contact with sea-faring visitors (such as the ‘Macassans’), Yolŋu continued to apply a cross-

                                                             
73 In anthropological circles there are long-held and significant debates as to how to classify Yolŋu ‘tribes’ or 
‘groups’. See Keen 1995, 2000 for an overview. We continue to use ‘clans’ as this term has become accepted 
by Yolŋu themselves when discussing Yolŋu society in English. 

Figure 42: Elcho Island and Makassar 
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cultural dynamic to the new balanda and their teachings; desirable attributes of ‘outsider’ 

practices were adapted and adopted into existing traditional cosmologies (McIntosh, 1996b, 

1999). Indeed, most Yolŋu continued to support and pass on together their traditional 

knowledges and Christianity (Berndt, 1962) and were vocal in advocating for the first formal 

bilingual schooling/education models in Australia (Manydjarri, 1973; Bakamana & 

Djuwandayŋu, 1978). Indeed, by the late 1980s an even more radical approach was 

propounded by Yolŋu educators who coined the term ‘bothways’ to describe the 

intercultural educational philosophy which was established via the ‘multiple balances’ 

(Yunupiŋu, 1994) that already existed within Yolŋu epistemologies. Wunuŋmurra explained 

that ‘the two way idea of negotiating meanings is not new to Yolŋu culture... there is 

negotiation of meanings between the two moieties, Dhuwa and Yirritja, which can be 

applied to negotiation between Yolŋu and Balanda cultures to find the common ground that 

makes up the two way curriculum’ (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p. 13). Thus, the essence of 

‘bothways’ is not to ensure that both knowledge and cultural systems are represented in the 

curriculum, but that they are integrated together into a holistic, synthesised ‘common 

ground’ learning environment. ‘Bothways’ also focussed on the power dynamics of decision 

making; emphasising a practice of relational discussion, negotiation and consensus to all 

matters of school curriculum, pedagogy and language use: ‘knowledge will only come 

together if there is respect for our knowledge and where Aboriginal people are taking the 

initiative, where we shape and develop the educational programs and then implement 

them’ (Wunuŋmurra, 1989, p. 12). In a powerful burst in the early 1990s, subsequent Yolŋu 

educators outlined various metaphors for this ‘bothways’ philosophy through sharing 

traditional epistemologies from kinship systems, ceremonial practices and water/food 

collection techniques. In their time, images of yothu-yindi (Marika, Ŋurruwutthun and White 
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1989), ganma (Marika- Munuŋgiritj et al., 1990), garma (Marika-Mununggiritj, 1990), galtha 

rom (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1991) and ŋathu (Yunupingu, 1994) garnered national and 

international attention (Christie, 2007).  

Guthadjaka was a contemporary of many of these Yolŋu educators when studying initial 

teacher education at Batchelor College when the first iterations of ‘bothways’ philosophy 

were manifesting. She also taught at Shepherdson College at the main, large community on 

Elcho Island (Galiwin’ku) for decades before heeding the call to establish Gäwa homeland. 

But as ‘sticking to your own language is a sign that you are taking your ancestral 

responsibilities seriously and can speak on behalf of land’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 47), she has 

developed her own Warramiri metaphors and images for ‘bothways’, often demonstrating 

remarkable symmetry with earlier Yolŋu publications, but drawing on distinct Warramiri 

perspectives of land, animals and connections. Thus, over the last decade, as her career in 

tertiary education bloomed, she publicly introduced concepts of lonydju’yirr (side by side); 

‘the crayfish represents Warramiri people, the line-walking journey of the crayfish 

represents the way Warramiri people move forward together... at Gäwa the children are 

making real progress with their traditional literacy skills and their English literacy skills at the 

same time’ (Guthadjaka, 2010b). She also outlined rrambaŋi marŋgithirr (learning together); 

‘rrambaŋi marŋgithirr ‘Bothways’ is Teacher teaching students and students teaching 

teacher (bala-räli). The learning is then holistic across two cultures’ (Guthadjaka, 2012). 

Likewise, gumurrkunhamirr (meeting face-to-face); ‘we need to be wise like the stingray…. 

we need to come together with open heart towards each other, so we can have good 

dialogue and negotiate the way forward (gumurrkunhamirr), move from murky water to 

clear water’ (Guthadjaka, 2014). 
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Even with supportive missionary policies towards traditional Yolŋu culture and languages, a 

significant effect of the balanda prescence in Arnhem Land was the transferral of various 

Yolŋu clans into settled mission station communities (Kadiba, 1998). This proved 

problematic in numerous ways, but in terms of education, many young Yolŋu were being 

brought up on land they had no ancestral connection to and due to Bible translation and 

bilingual education choices, grew up speaking a lingua franca Yolŋu language rather than 

their own clan language.74 On Elcho Island, despite persistent calls for Yolŋu children to 

‘learn three languages - English, Djambarrpuyngu and their own tribal languages’ (Bepuka et 

al., 1993, p. 69), this rarely eventuated in practice at Shepherdson College (Hall, 2017). To 

alleviate this and other negatives of (ex)mission station community life, throughout the 

1970s and 1980s Yolŋu championed the ‘homeland movement’ (Blanchard, 1987), a return 

to small, clan and language based, traditional ancestral estates, sometimes also known as 

‘outstations’. An overriding incentive for Yolŋu was ‘to divorce themselves from the 

pressures of laws governing them in local communities... (enabling) them to make decisions 

that affect their lives on a day-to-day basis, on their own lands, without question by other 

clans and groups’ (Lanhupuy, 1982, p. 56). It is now well established that living on 

homelands has long-term benfits for Yolŋu in terms of natural resource management 

(Douglas, 2011), health outcomes (Andreasyan & Hoy, 2009), cost-benefit analysis (Mooney 

2009), and social capital development (Christie & Greatorex, 2004). But holistic education 

‘on country’ was always a top priority in the homeland movement, even encompassing 

place-based, tertiary level teacher education programs (Livett, 1988; Marika-Munuŋgiritj et 

                                                             
74 There are many Yolŋu languages and one of the reasons Gäwa was established was to facilitate the 
preservation of Warramiri specifically. Over the last forty years Djambarrpuyŋu has evolved into the lingua 
franca of the Yolŋu languages on Elcho Island.Traditionally, Yolŋu would first learn their mother’s language and 
then progress to speaking their father’s, and thus, their own language. 
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al., 1990; Biritjalawuy, 1993). On Elcho Island specifically, it is well recognized that the 

particular missiology of the long-term Superintendant Harold Shepherdson actually 

supported homeland living as he facilitated trade through home-made, light-airplane from 

the very early 1950s. Anthropologists (Berndt & Berndt, 1988, p. 46; Bos, 1988, p. 160; 

Rudder, 1993, p. 4; Myers & Peterson, 2016, p. 5), historians (McKenzie, 1976, p. 175; 

Edwards & Clarke 1988, p. 196; Kadiba, 1998, p. 146) and the Shepherdson’s themselves 

(1981, p. 35) have all acknowledged their pioneering role in the homeland movement. Thus, 

a number of homelands (Figure 43) were established on Elcho Island even before 

government support for the movement, although Gäwa is one of the few which is now 

permanently occupied and the only one with a staffed school.  

Gäwa was first established in the late 1980s, at the tail-end of government support for the 

homeland movement. Indeed, after responding to the calls by Warramiri Elder Ŋulpurray to 

return to Gäwa, Guthadjaka and her kinship networks literally spent years (unsupported by 

government funds), practially making the dream a reality; cutting roads, digging bores, 

hunting for food and sleeping on the beach. Education was always the top priority (Baker, 

Garŋgulkpuy & Guthadjaka, 2014), Guthadjaka teaching up to forty-two students at the 

outset of the school under the 

shade of a tree, returning to 

Galiwin’ku only for supplies on 

weekends. It is a true tale of 

self-determination, 

perseverance and strategic 

planning; seeking out 

partnerships to further mutual Figure 43: Elcho Island sites and homelands 
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goals (Bruce & Huddleston 2006; Harris & Gartland 2011).  Ultimately, the   Gäwa community 

exists to provide a distinctly holistic, Warramiri education; for young Warramiri and 

connected clans, particularly those linked via the yothu-yindi relationship. The yothu-yindi 

kinship dynamic exists between people and whole clans, such that the yothu (child) clan has 

caretaker responsibilities to its yindi (mother) clan; ‘there is always a connection between a 

yolngu yothu and its yindi, there is always a connection between a yothu piece of land and 

its mother land’ (Marika, Ŋurruwutthun & White, 1989, p. 19). Thus, Gäwa enables 

appropriate Yolŋu to live and learn on ancestral estates and maintain the Warramiri 

language itself, an ‘on country’ education. In the remote Indigenous educational context of 

the Northern Territory, where school attendance is appalingly low and community 

engagement poor (Wilson, 2014)75, Gäwa is proving a success, as Guthadjaka has explained: 

I started the school, a trial school. It took me one year before they could register the 

school… like a homeland learning centre. I had to leave my job at the main school to 

start up with no pay. (Now) kids are learning both languages, they never miss the 

school. All the kids are happy, they want to be at school, learning. Children are 

learning both ways- spiritually and physically (Nungalinya, 2017). 

Thus, from the Warramiri perspective, education is a deeply held, place-based dynamic, 

profoundly connected to language and identity formation. It also encompasses a ‘bothways’ 

epistemology where content and pedagogy is determined via negotiation between 

mainstream Australian curriculum priorities and age-old Yolŋu knowledge practices. 

However, the last decade has seen a significant shift away from support of homeland 

                                                             
75 Wilson reports ‘that only 40% of Indigenous students attend school 80 per cent or more of the time (four 
days a week or more), which this review has demonstrated is a key benchmark for achievement’ (Wilson 
2014:162). In fact, at Shepherdson College, the large community school at Galiwin’ku, the most recent data 
(2017) attendance rate was 41% for semester 1, dropping to a staggering 29% for term 3 (My School 2018). 
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education and any kind of local curriculum development. With the introduction of a national 

curriculum and pressures from the standards-based national literacy and numeracy 

assessment regime (NAPLAN), Yolŋu priorities have been steadily marginalised (Spillman, 

2017; Hall, 2017; Stockley et al., 2017). Across Arnhem Land Indigenous education, a well 

acknowledged rhetoric exists of ‘deficit, failure and intractable problems, with a definition 

of educational success measured by comparison of Indigenous and non-Indigenous scores 

on standardized literacy and numeracy tests’ (Disbray, 2017, p. 237). In particular, bilingual 

education has often become a scapegoat in Yolŋu communities; ‘research into Indigenous 

children learning English as a second or third language is ignored… we want to put our 

energy into improving the programs we know work, like Bilingual education. Instead we are 

forced to defend them and are tired from this constant battle’ (Yunupiŋu, 2014, p. 2). These 

are significant issues worthy of separate attention, suffice it to say, the Warramiri website is 

certainly an attempt to keep moving forward together (even if against the ‘mainstream’ 

tide) in clear, local waters; to maintain a 21st century, digitally enhanced, 

bilingual/intercultural education for the next generation of Yolŋu students. 

Positionality 

One of the images outlined to explain the Yolŋu philosophy of ‘bothways’ education was 

that of bala-lili (literally: backwards and forwards), often utilised in relation to the meeting 

of fresh and salt water: ‘bala/lili (Give and take; reciprocity) talking of the interactions of the 

tide and the spring… which we can apply to theorising the teacher/learner dynamic’ 

(Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 49). This reciprocity also specifically involved the Elders: ‘we 

have to fulfil obligations to the Ngalapal who instruct us and the children. Bala-lili means 

"giving" and then "getting something back". The obligations that we are under require us to 
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do the things that they expect us to do’ (Marika-Munuŋgiritj, 1990, p. 51). Thus, in this 

iteration, bala-lili referred to the student-teacher dynamic becoming a reciprocal one and 

also the need to listen to directions from the Elders and respond accordingly. The 

Djambarrpuyŋu version of the expression is bala-räli and Guthadjaka also utilised the 

concept in a very similar fashion in reference to rrambaŋi marŋgithirr, as noted above. 

However, for Ben, the expression also applied as a way to understand research positionality 

as a non-Indigenous balanda who had been privileged to work and live at Gäwa. As is 

common with most long-term balanda residents in Yolŋu communities, he had been 

adopted into the Yolŋu kinship system (gurruṯu) to enable everyone to know their place and 

responsibilities; the Yolŋu kinship system is a complex and all-pervading foundation of the 

cosmology, entailing a web of connected rights and responsibilities in relation to every 

member of the Yolŋu universe (Rudder, 1993). Recording this journey into beginning to 

relate across the ‘family’ practices and norms could be its own duoethnography as Ben was 

adopted in as Guthadjaka’s son at Gäwa. However, even in 2009, Ben quickly learned that 

kinship meant very different, practical realities such as who one could directly talk to or 

name, who one should share food with, who one could make light banter with etc. As part 

of the yothu to the Warramiri yindi, he was positioned wisely to have a responsibility to care 

for Warramiri interests and land overall, without any direct ‘ownership’ rights. He was also 

clearly functioning as a ‘learner’ balanda of his mother-clan. Thus, the bala-räli was a good 

summary of his positionality as he should both learn of Warramiri language and culture 

through the website project, whilst also being expected to contribute his skills and 

knowledge (curriculum, pedagogy and to a lesser degree website design), all under the 

umbrella of responsibilty to fulfil obligations to the Warramiri Elders (ŋalapal) of whom 

Guthadjaka was certainly one. Thus, the website project aim was to remain in step with 
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Yolŋu epistemlogies, as a research positionality, Ben embraced the approach which ‘refuses 

the role of judging observer, and uses collaborative knowledge work to generate new 

methods, new objects, new practices and new worlds’ (Christie, 2013, p. 3). Such an 

approach Christie labels as ‘bottom-up’ or ‘generative’ as the research itself serves a local 

purpose, it ‘works to generate change practices through research position’ (Christie, 2013, 

p. 4). Nevertheless, as ‘bothways’ research, it was also important to comply with all existing 

balanda requirements and ethical permission for the research was granted by the Charles 

Darwin University Human Research Ethics Committee in 2012. Elsewhere we have analyzed 

community priorities and perspectives concerning the Warramiri philosophy of education 

for Gäwa overall (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019b, 2019d), which included some 

discussion of the digital technologies, but here we focus on our particular interactions 

concerning the website. 

Methodology 

Just as the Gäwa curriculum was a ‘bothways’ dynamic (taking Warramiri epistemological  

priorities of language and land seriously), and the research positionality was a ‘bothways’ 

enactment (taking Warramiri kinship responsibilities seriously), the foundational 

methodological principle for the project as a whole was to also commit to the website 

development as a ‘bothways’ production, by taking Warramiri epistemologies and 

cosmologies seriously in the actual design structures. We were well aware of the potential 

advantages of digital technologies, ‘continuing the work elders have always done in 

Aboriginal family groups—using whatever resources come to hand in the work of 

regenerating clan and place as one, so as to ensure the continued health and wellbeing of 

both the land and the people’ (Verran & Christie, 2007, p. 215). Indeed, the focus on 
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aural/visual forms means that print-based literacy is not mandatory, ensuring the resources 

remain inclusive, and the potential for many people to be involved in the performance and 

production of resources, combined with hyperlink connectivity, also encourages a multi-

perspective and multi-dimensional domain typical of Yolŋu knowledge production instances 

(Christie, 2001). However, we were also very wary that the Warramiri website could 

degenerate into a quasi-anthropological piece; of ‘indigenous “knowers” being separated 

out from what comes to be “the known”’ (Nakata, 2007, p. 9). After many decades of 

working with and for Yolŋu at Charles Darwin University, particulalry in relation to digital 

projects and Yolŋu knowldge systems76, we were keen to heed the lessons learned by 

Christie and associates. In summary, they highlighted the inherent dilemma of digital design 

revolving around the structuring of information and meta-data, considering the fluid and 

constructivist nature of Yolŋu ontologies: ‘the world in this sense could be seen to be 

endlessly structurable and humans use language to re-construct what is always a human 

meaning, using the lines and webs of connectedness and the names created and handed 

down by the ancestors to render our experiences meaningful in human terms’ (Christie, 

1994, p. 27). Thus, there was a real danger that the website would purport to produce ‘a 

scientific model of the world which has its shape not because the world is so, but because 

this is the nature of our data structures’ (Christie, 2004, p. 8). Furthermore, the Yolŋu place-

based, ‘perfomative epistemology’ (Christie, 2001) whereby ‘talking, singing, crying, dancing 

and painting all actively participate in the creation of new worlds as they have always done 

since the ancestors first talked, sang and danced the world into existence’ (Christie, 2005, p. 

                                                             
76 Significant multi-year research projects such as ‘Indigenous Knowledge Traditions, and Digital technology’ 
(http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/ik/ikhome.html), ‘Teaching from 
Country’(http://learnline.cdu.edu.au/inc/tfc/index.html) and ‘ICT and Capacity Building in Remote 
Communities’ (http://www.cdu.edu.au/centres/inc/) all directly involved Yolŋu co-researchers and Guthadjaka 
herself. 
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64) also means that digital recordings of such events do not actually contain ‘knowledge’ for 

all people, for all time, but are, in fact, merely a ‘series of ones and zeroes… a 

representation or artefact of an earlier act of knowledge performance/production’ (Christie, 

2004, p. 4). Christie’s advice, following the works of Srinivasan and Huang (2005) was to aim 

for an ‘alternative’ Australian Indigenous epistemology to digital design, emphasising ‘the 

performative nature of knowledge, its negotiation from multiple perspectives and multiple 

modes of presentation and prosecution, and its fundamentally narrative base’ (Christie, 

2006c, p. 291), eschewing meta-data and structuring as much as possible. Elsewhere, we 

have  discussed some of the philosophical tensions of designing the Warramiri website in 

relation to the these three principles (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2017), and of our 

broader ‘bothways’ community research at Gäwa (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019b), 

honouring Yolŋu foundations of generative, socially conscionable, transdisciplinary and 

consensual research outcomes; the ‘right people talking to the right people in the right 

place at the right time in the right order’ (Christie, 2013b, p. 49). Thus, it is important to 

note that these deeper, theoretical struggles were ever present, interwoven within the 

chronological and narrative representation presented in this paper. Indeed, we explicitly 

adopted the Yolŋu methodological foundation that the ‘key lesson is to work slowly and 

allow new ideas and practices to emerge here and how, and grow slowly through mutual 

respect and a history of shared experience’ (Christie, 2009, p. 32). It took six years to 

‘complete’ the site and it is, in fact, purposively incomplete.  

In terms of the methodological approach to the  representation of the project in writing, we 

have chosen to appropriate elements of the emerging duoethnography approach within the 

broader narrative inquiry movement. Fundamentally, duoethnography transpires when ‘two 

or more researchers of difference juxtapose their life histories to provide multiple 



374 
 

understanding(s)… fluid texts where readers witness researchers in the act of narrative 

exposure and reconceptualization as they interrogate and reinscribe their previously held 

beliefs’ (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 9). In this seminal work, Norris and Sawyer also outline 

nine ‘tenets’ of the approach including notions of currere, explicit polyvocal and dialogic 

rendering, disruption of metanarrative and trustworthiness found in self-reflexivity. Some of 

these tenets were adopted in practice more than others, however, overall, we found the 

approach both practically feasible and rewarding: 

As duoethnographers collaborate, their voices and ideas blend in unique ways… texts 

merge, and through that merging, they change. New interconnections are made, and 

the researchers are transformed as they see themselves through the eyes of another 

(Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 11). 

Stylistically, duoethnography will often ‘alternate between conversing with the Other to the 

use of “we”’ (Norris & Sawyer, 2012, p. 31), and we (!) have attempted to maintain this 

balancing throughout. Indeed, although Ben has written the paper itself, the three sections 

involve a range of genres; memories of Ben’s juxtaposed with formal conference 

presentations from Guthadjaka, an actual dialogue between us and lastly, a significant 

Warramiri story shared by Guthadjaka with reflections from Ben. It should also be noted 

that we only came to the duoethnographic methodology after we had undertaken the 

project, but we believe that such retrospectivity is not a contrived application, but highly 

appropriate. Firstly, duoethnography was adopted due to its symmetry with how our 

professional relationship and research had evolved, and with the Yolŋu metaphysical 

approach to knowledge as briefly outlined above in relation to ‘bothways’ education and 

research positionality. Secondly, adoption of some of the methodological tenets rather than 
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the entire approach is consistent with the ‘selective adaption and adoption’ ontological 

approach of Yolŋu and the Warramiri in particular (McIntosh 1996b; Guthadjaka, 2018). For 

example, if ‘knowing is fluid and not fixed, truth and validity are irrelevant’ (Breault, 2016, p. 

779), is a genuine epistemological summary for duoethnography, such a position would not 

reflect our understanding of the Warramiri philosophy which involves the foundation of 

both traditional language and cultural norms and Christian beliefs (Guthadjaka, 2012b). 

Nevertheless, other tenets such as dialogic change; whereby duoethnography ‘should 

question the meanings about and invite reconceptualization of (the) past’ (Breault, 2016, p. 

779), at both a personal and cultural level, is certainly aligned with Warramiri 

transculturation history (van Gelderen & Guthadjaka, 2019b). And lastly, although 

duoethnography often highlights separate voices and perspectives, it also encompasses the 

synthesised merging and integration of these perspectives, which is redolent of the classic 

garma, bala-räli and lonydju’yirr iterations of the ‘bothways’ philosophy. Thus, the 

subsequent three episodes chosen to tell of the Warramiri website development are 

duoethnographies (as we have chosen to adapt and adopt the tenets) highlighting a balance 

in form of discussion, but with an overall integration of perspectives. 

Warramiri website 

Seasonal conversations, 2009-2010 

One of the significant challenges for new 

balanda teachers in Arnhem Land is that 

they usually have minimal skills in any of 

the Yolŋu languages and virtually no 

knowledge of the profound ‘bothways’ 
 Figure 44: Guthadjaka teaching Damala Class, 2010 
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philosophy that continues to be upheld by Yolŋu as a fundamental expectation (Stockley et 

al., 2017). The complementary joy is that, if willing, new balanda will be generously 

introduced to both language and Yolŋu pedagogical/philosophical priorities by community 

Elders and the students themselves. When Ben arrived at Gäwa in 2009 to teach the older, 

Damala class, he certainly experienced a great willingness on Guthadjaka’s part to partner in 

a ‘bothways’ intercultural pedagogy and inculcate him with an appreciation of how diverse 

and deep traditional Warramiri knowledge is. We would work together in class, Guthadjaka 

consistently revealing a story, song, artwork, audio recording or video that was both 

fascinating and directly relevant to our ‘mainstream’ Australian Curriculum topic at hand 

(Figure 44). Guthadjaka invariably began lessons with a discussion of the seasons to ‘frame’ 

the topic that was being introduced. Whether inside or outside the actual classroom, 

whether the literacy or numeracy work focused on food sources, weather conditions, or 

something quite unrelated (as it appeared to Ben), she always began with how the cluster of 

seasonal markers worked together to teach the children how to survive and thrive. When 

Ben asked about this pedagogical pattern, Guthadjaka reiterated that this was one main 

reason Gäwa had been established in the first place; that Warramiri could re-connect with 

the natural cycle of the land on their ancestral estates and all that it brings to sustain life, in 

the fullest sense of the term.  

In those first years Ben was working hard on trying to learn a little Djambarrpuyŋu and 

Warramiri language, but inspired by the clear engagement of the students with the seasonal 

knowledges, he began some broader research around Yolŋu pedagogies. As well as reading 

of some of the first ‘bothways’ publications mentioned above, he was delighted to find that 
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Guthadjaka had recorded some of her own Warramiri educational philosophies with her 

work for ‘Teaching on Country’77 at Charles Darwin University: 

So when the Yolŋu children learn on country, they are safe inside themselves, and 

confident to go forward. S/he will hear, hear, and then go.  Like those boys will cut a 

spear shaft, heat it, make it light, put the prongs in, then go hunting, that’s for the 

boys.  And girls are the same, they know how they will collect shellfish, whatever. So 

you see, they know the land, they know the land and the breezes, and the water, 

what time the tide will be in, when it will be out, because they are learning on 

country, and he grows with them, by means of that learning (Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 

27). 

Ben’s experiences of teaching (and 

being taught by) the young Warramiri in 

class were confirmed in his spirit by 

reading such statements. Even across 

the cultural divide, he could sense their 

stability and confidence stemming from 

living on their homeland at Gäwa. When 

they took him hunting and fishing (Figure 45) they did indeed talk of the breeze and tides 

and of the best times, places and techniques for bringing home a good catch. There was a 

vitality and significance to these shared, learning experiences. Furthermore, in the same 

session, Guthadjaka went on to explain that such knowledge of the land was only the first 

‘layer’ of Yolŋu education: 

                                                             
77 See above for website; ‘Teaching from Country’ was distance education in reverse as Yolŋu Elders lectured to 
students at Charles Darwin University from their ancestral estates. 

Figure 45: Young men hunting, 2010 
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You see there are two layers, one inside, and one outside. They will learn the 

outside story, and they will learn the inside one too, through the metaphor, its 

kinship and stories. Not just for the head, but for the inner being, the spirit and 

for good faith, if he gets it, the inside and outside will truly come together and 

help each other through the perspective of kinship (Guthadjaka, 2010, p. 27). 

Indeed, Christie and Greatorex explicitly argue that homelands provide the context whereby 

‘key indicators of Yolngu social capital: of mulkurr, of djakiri, or gurrutu and of maar’ 

(Christie & Greatorex, 2004, p. 48) are strengthened, and Morphy is also adamant that the 

inside/outside epistemological framework of Yoŋu knowledge work means ‘the ancestral 

world extends into the everyday world, the inside flows into the outside. Outside forms are 

in a sense generated by inside forms and are not separate from them’ (Morphy, 1991, p. 

80). Thus, alongside the ‘bothways’ philosophy, or perhaps contained within it, is a 

profoundly place-based, Yolŋu perspective of learning emanating from one’s ancestral 

estate; an ‘on country’ and ‘through country’ philosophy. 

Fortunately, nestled in the school library in 2010 was a copy of Man of All Seasons (Davis, 

1989), a beautiful work (ahead of its time), outlining the traditional six Yolŋu seasons and 

the associated patterns of food and weather conditions, linking the traditional concepts 

with western scientific terminology. Most 

intriguing was the fact that the Warramiri 

season Wolmay did not feature in the book, 

or in any other general websites or 

references to Yolŋu seasons. Ben brought 

this apparent anomaly to Guthadjaka and 

she simply replied that Wolmay was a  Figure 46: Damala class whiteboard, 2010 
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Warramiri concept, shared with a few other clans. Reflecting on the high-level engagement 

observed in the students and Guthadjaka’s emphasis on the seasonal approach, it struck 

Ben forcefully at the time that the teaching of the Warramiri seasonal cycle could function 

as a clear model for the ‘language and culture’ program at the school. It was inherently 

‘bothways’; mixing the pedagogical strengths of the two knowledge systems, it was 

grounded in the land, it sprung from what the kids already knew and experienced but then 

progressed them to new knowledge, and it contained appropriate, specific knowledge that 

was Warramiri; the inheritance of their particular clan, vis-à-vis more generic Yolŋu 

knowledge. As the year progressed, we talked through the seasonal cycle process, beginning 

to flesh out what each season entailed (Figure 46) and, never one to let a good idea pass, 

Guthadjaka started work on her own graphic design. When Ben left Gäwa at the end of 

2010, we had a conversation about a website possibility, and there was general agreement 

that it could be a good way to preserve all Guthadjaka’s varied resources and serve the 

school and community. 

Turning cycles, 2011-2012 

The website concept kept bubbling away over the years, 2011-2012. For Ben, various 

experiences confirmed or contrasted with life as he had known it at Gäwa. He began some 

formal study of Yolŋu Studies at Charles Darwin University and was also introduced to a 

thesis concerning a website housing Gupapuyŋu Yolŋu knowledge (Hayashi, 2011). These 

both served as great inspiration to proceed with our website project, the only lingering 

unease concerned the actual structuring of the information. The ‘topics’ approach 

(deconstructing Yolŋu ‘culture’ into areas such as Kinship, Art, Story, Song, Land etc.) did not 

seem to match the life of the Warramiri at Gäwa. It was a not a criticism; a course which 
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runs for 14 weeks has to be broken down and sequenced somehow, and a website by its 

very nature needs some ‘headings’ to allow people to negotiate content. It was not a matter 

of quality of production either, the magnificently realized ‘Twelve Canoes’ site (Twelve 

Canoes, 2010) also featured use of such topic headings. But for Ben, life at Gäwa had never 

been neatly packaged into times of song, and then art, and then kinship... it was everyday 

living and it was holistic and, at times, quite spontaneous. If the website was to house 

Warramiri language and knowledge, surely it should reflect Warramiri cosmology in its 

structural design too. For Guthadjaka, 2011-2012 was a time of expanding tertiary teaching 

and speaking at larger, national conferences, introducing many of the Warramiri metaphors 

and images briefly mentioned above. She first introduced gumurrkunhamirr78 in this time: 

At Gäwa, we found that there were two parts to a better way:  Firstly, ‘bridging’: 

gumurrkunhamirr (establishing relationship). Bridging is really about connecting. 

Schools and teachers only need to make the connections available and the ‘bridging’ 

will happen automatically. Secondly, in-season, local background for good 

communication. The new teaching can often be communicated better with a familiar 

local illustration. This engages the students who take the position of being the 

‘experts’ on the subject…the students will often teach the teacher as the teacher is 

teaching them (Guthadjaka, 2013). 

It was also a time of advocacy, with meetings with the Governor-General of Australia and in 

2011, the UN Committee on the Rights of the Child representatives in Geneva raising the 

profile of remote, Indigenous homeland education. In relation to the Northern Territory 

Emergency Response (NTER) impact on children, she expressed deep concern: 

                                                             
78 Gumurrkunhamirr literally means ‘coming chest-to-chest’ and is a process of establishing formal 
relationships or bonds between individuals or clans. 
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We fear for their future, for their ability to learn to walk in two worlds, to obtain an 

education and a job. We fear for their health and their general well-being. But most 

of all, we fear that these recent changes [the NTER legislation] will lead to the loss of 

our land, our culture and our language (Baker, Garŋgulkpuy & Guthadjaka, 2014, p. 

46). 

Thus, the website was another opportunity to achieve both of her stated aims; to provide 

engaging and holistic education for the younger Warramiri generation and to share this 

perspective with the outside world. In our discussions, we kept returning to the thought 

that the real constants were the changing seasons which dictated patterns of hunting, 

sheltering and ceremonial life. Meanwhile, in Ben’s work in Darwin, he was exposed to a 

number of quite diverse, remote Indigenous communities and noted with interest that 

many of the communities already had at their disposal a seasonal calendar poster 

(Commonwealth Science and Industrial Research Organization, 2018). They were detailed 

and displayed in prominent positions in the schools, but did not seem to be part and parcel 

of the everyday learning of students.  

Sometime in late 2011, the idea was formulated that we could possibly combine the interest 

and quality of a seasonal calendar approach with the website itself. In fact, could we even 

use the seasonal cycle not just as an aspect of the site, but structure the entire site around 

it? Could we do away with the traditional topics approach altogether to better capture the 

holistic pattern of life at Gäwa more accurately? Such a scenario seemed to retain the 

seasonal emphasis, but in a digital form that was more alive than a poster chart; where the 

various other resources Guthadjaka had developed could ‘fit’ within each season and could 

be changed and added to as the website developed over the years. It was an ambitious 
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concept, but we were both excited when we discussed the potential amalgamation of ideas. 

In June 2012 we recorded our conversation, almost as a summary of the previous few years’ 

thinking: 

Ben: What would you want to teach the children? What are the things you want to 

see in school happening all the time, or each year? 

Guthadjaka: Right now, things are going on foreign foundation. Kids are going to fall 

when they come out. If they are taught at an early age, in language, integrate them 

into classroom activities, you know. They know where they are standing and they 

learn more quickly, from listening. 

Ben: I’ve heard you talk about this before, first be strong in your own and then you 

will be able to move across… 

Guthadjaka: Yo, this is my own experience and also seeing other people. If we’re 

walking on somebody else’s shoes, we’re going to fall over.  

Ben: At Gäwa, there’s English, there’s Djambarrpuyŋu and Warramiri. You would 

want them to be speaking Warramiri, or reading Warramiri or… 

Guthadjaka: They are speaking Djambarrpuyŋu, but if they can read Warramiri or 

Djambarrpuyŋu, they can read any language and speak any language or understand 

any language. 

Ben: But the school, you want them teaching Warramiri? 

Guthadjaka: Warramiri. 

Ben: For reading and writing? 

Guthadjaka: Warramiri. 
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Ben: And speaking, Warramiri? 

Guthadjaka: Yo. 

Ben: So, from your point of view, Warramiri, the language, is one of the foundations? 

Guthadjaka: Yo. Everything is based on that language, the story, the meaning, 

everything. If we’re still using Djambarrpuyŋu, different meaning. They will lose that 

flavour. 

… 

Ben: If you could do anything, if there were no other pressures, no one else saying 

‘You have to do this’…how would you do school? If there were no rules? 

Guthadjaka: School is everywhere at home. 

Ben: So, would you be returning back to…more like Yolŋu families in the past, where 

they learn as they go through the day? 

Guthadjaka: Yo, yo. Every day, no set time. You learn through hunting, sitting down, 

listening, playing, talking, that’s school. Involving with buŋgul (ceremony), art, 

funeral, that’s school.  

... 

Ben: And the seasons idea that we talked about a little bit, of maybe bringing things 

together… 

Guthadjaka: Yo 

Ben: Can you tell me a bit more about that?  

Guthadjaka: Yo. If they know the season, example, January, February, from 

December, that’s the big tide coming in. And if they know the season, they can’t go 
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swimming because yindi (big) tide and they have to learn, not to go swimming they’ll 

get taken away. 

And another thing they have to learn, if they are in the creek, they have to listen to 

the sound of the bird that the tide is coming in. And go through the season. If you 

don’t know the season, you might fish on the west side. You can’t fish there if the 

season is wrong. If you don’t know your season, you might catch crab that is light, 

yaka (not) heavy. That is why they need to know, when to get right things, food, 

what season. 

Ben: And is that something that is being lost? 

Guthadjaka: In Galiwin’ku. Yo. It’s like a theory they hear, but not practical. 

Ben: So, bringing it together… the website hopefully will be some resources so 

people can be strong in those first years. Hearing the stories, learning the language 

how to speak it and read it and write it? 

Guthadjaka: Yo, resources. That’s what I want to see for the kids. 

… 

Ben: If this was the way we did it, with the seasons being the structure over the top… 

the question would be, all those other things we had on the board yesterday, which 

season would they fit into the best? 

Guthadjaka: Mmm... 

Ben: Like, your story of the ‘New Wax’ would probably fit into the season when 

people hunt guku (honey), wouldn’t it? 
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Guthadjaka: Yo… seasons, cycle of seasons is cycle of relationships, events and times. 

They were putting into months, but it doesn’t work with months. It has its own way. 

Like, example, if you see night time, them coming up. It came early, usually it comes 

August. And those three... djulpan (morning star), we call it djulpan. Female comes 

first, then the ḏirramu (male) follow after. 

Ben: And that’s the marker? 

Guthadjaka: Everything is marker, change of season to next. 

Ben: Yo. So we wouldn’t worry about the months. 

Guthadjaka: Bäyŋu, yaka (no, not) months, it doesn’t fit. 

Ben: I don’t think we’d try to map it. 

Guthadjaka: Yo, like this one here, just a rough one. 

Ben: Yo, yo. That’s right, something like that. And then under each one, then there’ll 

be the stories or science that fits for that season. 

Guthadjaka: Yo, manymak (good). And this one means gurruwilyun, it means like 

your tummy, turning over. Like it was turning from one season to another. Yo, and 

we could explain the words… 

Guthadjaka: Yo! Like the first thing under each one might be explain that season, 

what are the markers, what is the turning. 

Ben: Yo. 

Guthadjaka: And in that way, everything is a bit more, as they say ‘holistic’, like 

everything happening together. 

Ben: Right, yaka separate. Balanda way of thinking…Yo, I like that. 
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From this conversation, three key issues arose 

for Ben, for consideration. Firstly, Warramiri 

language itself is fundamental. It would be of no 

use producing a generic ‘Yolŋu’ site, it would 

lack a ‘foundation’ and serve no purpose. As 

hard as revitalising a language variant might be, 

this had to clearly be positioned as one of the 

ultimate goals of the site. Secondly, there was 

the stark reminder that the site was not just an 

academic exercise, or something to simply 

demonstrate that modern technology was 

compatible with traditional knowledges. There was a serious, desperately sad issue of loss 

occurring where fundamental understandings around swimming, fishing and hunting 

became just ‘theory they hear’. Lastly, the emphasis that school is everywhere was crucial, 

literally because the curriculum surrounded you; the wind, clouds, animals, fruits etc. Ben 

had witnssed this powerfully in his time at Gäwa, as Guthadjaka would be down on the 

beach with kids, both balanda and Yolŋu, pointing out various things to observe and 

consider (Figure 47). And there would be a seamless transition from fun and games to 

‘learning’. It was, truly, a beautiful scene to behold, real education springing from natural 

opportunities, embedded in memorable settings. Gumurrkunhamirr! At a deep, pedagogical 

level, education is the holistic pattern of life events; learn(ing) through hunting, sitting 

down, listening, playing, talking, that’s school. Thus, the breakthrough idea canvassed at the 

end of the recording was that the website could reject the western-calendar for the 

Warramiri seasonal-marker approach and such an emphasis could perhaps help reinvigorate 

Figure 47: Guthadjaka, 2010 
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this traditional pedagogy, the cycle of holistic (yaka separate, balanda way of thinking) 

teaching. Later we dubbed this a ‘seasonal-turning’ or ‘over-learning’ cycle, and after this 

recording we went on to plot out the seasonal calendar as the centrepiece of the site and 

then under each sub-page season, various other resources would be available. For example, 

in the season of Miḏawarr, various pictures and seasonal information would be housed, but 

also Guthadjaka’s story book Borum ga ŋatha ḏiltjiwuy (Fruits and Food of the Bush)’ as 

Miḏawarr is the major fruiting season of the year (Figure 48). Thus, some resources would 

be aimed at the very young, some at primary aged children and some for senior students, 

and the yearly ‘Language and Culture’ curriculum as such would always be turning around 

the seasonal cycle, and students would study deeper (‘inside’) and more literate Warramiri 

resources as they grew older and were deemed ready by the Elders. In a way, we hoped the 

site design could function as a simulacrum of the traditional Indigenous cyclical 

enculturation into maturity.  Similar to how the homeland context itself was not equivalent 

to the pre-colonial contact hunter-gatherer Yolŋu life pattern, but ‘through in its 

composition, its structure of authority, its 

mechanisms of distribution of resources and in 

patterns of consumption it hints strongly at a 

past system of organization’ (Morphy, 1991, p. 

42), it was envisaged that the website, though 

(clearly) not part of a traditional education, 

might capture something of the Yolŋu 

inside/outside, layered epistemology, the  

‘coherent system in which understanding is 

increased in individuals as they pass through the Figure 48: Miḏawarr brainstorm 
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system...Yolngu knowledge is cumulative, and in many respects the layering of knowledge 

can be thought of as a pedagogical technique’ (Morphy, 1991, p. 77). short, a progression 

from an ‘on country’ pedagogy (already established by Gäwa community/school existence) 

to a ‘through country’ curriculum that harnessed the seasonal-turning reality of homeland 

life, but layered resources within each season to build a long-term curriculum. So, in January 

2013, Ben visited Gäwa and we set about the lengthy process of mapping out the main 

pages with introductions in English and Warramiri and began to work on the seasonal sub-

pages, linking various pictures, audio-visual resources and Guthadjaka’s story books to the 

appropriate seasons. 

‘Bothways’ design, 2013-2015 

By the time Ben visited Gäwa again in September 

2013, solid progress had been made on the Warramiri 

website. Building on where we had left off, Guthadjaka 

worked with Trevor van Weeren, culminating in the 

beautiful ‘Gurruwilyun Yolŋu Seasons-Gäwa’ Chart.  It 

captured many, wonderful moments from Gäwa, 

placing them in their correct season with details of 

winds and land/sea food sources (Figure 49). As part of 

longer community interviews on the ‘bothways’ 

philosophy at Gäwa, Guthadjaka shared of her hopes concerning the emerging website. This 

translated excerpt features as our third bala-räli interaction: 

Ben: What do you hope will happen, with the website? 

Guthadjaka: My thinking about this website is that it will come to be something 

very useful in the future. Those people who are working to help us will be able 

Figure 49: Season Poster, 2014 
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to see what it is we want for this place here at Gäwa. So, it’s not really about 

whether there is a balanda or Yolŋu curriculum, what I’m really thinking about 

is the teachers. If the teachers are good, they will do a good job teaching the 

children, it doesn’t actually matter what the curriculum is like. 

Ben: It looks like the site will not be like some of the other Yolŋu sites, like 

kinship, art, songs… topics, but maybe around the seasons? 

Guthadjaka: Yo. 

Ben: Why did we do that? Why is that thinking maybe better? 

Guthadjaka: Because everything is there in the seasons, the songs are there, 

the women’s crying, the sacred art, the clan groups, they are all there in the 

seasons. So, we are chopping it up into little bits which is a very big job. So, 

maybe you will pick up the east-wind; the song and the story are there, the 

winds and the crying song. All the areas are automatically raised there. 

Ben: Ok, yes, I see. Anything else coming to your mind? You’ve been talking 

about the Djuranydjura story to some of the other people… 

Guthadjaka: There are many Djuranydjura stories, Macassan stories… Like the 

balanda, as they come in, their thinking is to build something here, in the Yolŋu 

community. But they don’t ask first “What do you need?” It’s just like they are 

bringing new ideas, from the ‘mainstream’. And they end up failing, feeling 

bad, packing up their things and leaving. And they leave because they had 

come with their own thinking… 

So, this is the Djuranydjura story; the Macassans came here and built their 

houses and they said: 

‘Do you want blankets?’ 
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‘No, I have paperbark’ 

‘Do you want some shoes?’ 

‘No, I have my feet.’ 

‘Do you want rice?’ 

‘There is food for me in the bush. I am looking after the land, so the land will 

take care of me’ 

And here, when balanda come into the school with a new law, they need to 

talk backwards and forwards (bala-räli), bring ‘bothways’ communication first. 

And then we can move together. Also, it’s good as there is the place here at 

Ṉaŋinyburra where Djuranydjura stayed. And they changed their language 

there, from Gupapuyŋu to Warramiri because of the breeze. S/he said: ‘I’m 

going to stay here at Ṉaŋinyburra’ because it was the wind that brought 

him/her this way. And so s/he stayed. Yes, we need the wind of the Spirit, as a 

cleansing for us. Yes. 

 

It took a number of years to transcribe and translate all the ‘bothways’ interviews and so 

Ben had a long time to reflect on Guthadjaka’s revelations. In one sense it was confirmation 

of all that we had been discussing over the years. The website had a long-term purpose, to 

be something very useful in the future by both imparting knowledge to younger Warramiri 

and also outlining (in its structure and presentation) the Warramiri philosophy of education, 

so that balanda will be able to see what it is we want for this place here at Gäwa. And the 

seasonal focus was preferable to the topics headings as everything is there in the seasons, 

the songs are there, the women’s crying, the sacred art, the clan groups, they are all there in 

the seasons. However, in the end, the most important dynamic was relational what I’m 



391 
 

really thinking about is the teachers, if backwards and forwards (bala-räli) negotiation 

occurrs, good student learning will ultimately result. But it was the retelling of the famous 

ancestral-dog story Djuranydjura that made the biggest impression. Slowly, Ben began to 

appreciate that Guthadjaka had chosen it as a key story to understand our whole website 

project. The crucial approach was to follow the Yolŋu pedagogy and appreciate the story on 

a number of levels.  

Firstly, it is a story the Gäwa students should know as they can literally see it with their own 

eyes. The actual Djuranydjura site where the ancestral dog stayed as rock is very nearby 

Gäwa, at the neighbouring homeland of Ṉaŋinyburra. Thus, though it is an important, 

shared Yolŋu cultural story, it is also a distinctly local Warramiri variant that highlights the 

need to care for the land as primary concern, for then other needs are taken care of 

reciprocally. This is a clear ‘outside’ meaning that even balanda can appreciate; and the 

Djuranydjurra narrative was shared willingly to early anthropologists and missionaries 

(Berndt & Berndt, 1989; Rudder, 1993; Warner, 1958). Current Gäwa teachers could 

certainly work with such a message to produce cultural/literacy lessons as even the 

youngest of students would respond to this, especially as such a concern is core to the 

existence of Gäwa as settled homeland in the first place. There is also a broader sense of 

‘outside’ application, for the story functions as a reminder of the Warramiri sense of identity 

in the face of the ‘new’. As Guthadjaka highlights, the ‘Macassans’ in this instance were not 

so dissimilar from balanda educators. They came with good intent; they wanted to arrange 

a deal, to maybe even improve the practical living circumstances of the Warramiri. But 

without genuine negotiation, without actually asking Warramiri what needs they had and 

how to work together, the venture was bound to fail. Both the ‘Macassans’ and many 

balanda teachers across Arnhem Land simply pack up and leave, frustrated. In a real way, 
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this particular story serves as a pre-existing metanarrative, a lense through which to view 

further interactions with other races (and their new technologies) and to determine 

appropriate Yolŋu responses; a story of ‘defiance in the face of outside intrusion’ (McIntosh, 

2003, p. 314). It is fertile ground to discuss and reflect upon with teachers, students and 

community members together. 

However, there are layers of ‘inside’ meaning too. As McIntosh points out in his dealing with 

the same story entrusted to him from Burrumarra (the fascinating and influential Warramiri 

leader from the earliest Mission days), the colour and gender of Djuranydjura and the 

relationship between Gupapuyŋu and Warramiri language and what it all means for land 

ownership at Ṉaŋinyburra is a distinct Warramiri variation (McIntosh, 1994b). Therefore, 

there is at least one level of ‘inside’ meaning that could also be raised with older Warramiri 

students. Of course, this process would need to be exclusively handled by Gäwa Elders, in 

terms of content, timing and students incorporated. But this is the great strength of our 

envisaged turning, ‘over-learning’ pedagogy; it necessitates Elder involvement in the entire 

process. Indeed, for Ben, this was a moment of clarity, helping him understand what 

Guthadjaka meant when she said: it’s not really about whether there is a balanda or Yolŋu 

curriculum, what I’m really thinking about is the teachers. If the teachers are good, they will 

do a good job teaching the children. That is, the ‘goodness’ of the teacher is a relational 

issue, their capacity to engage with students but also, crucially, to work together with Gäwa 

Elders, to continue the bala-räli dynamic consistently. Thus, the seasonal-turning website 

both houses the resources for the curriculum and necessitates the relational (re)negotiating 

with Elders and students to utilise these resources; a ‘bothways’ pedagogy. 

Indeed, local Warramiri knowledge functioning at ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ levels with a distinct 

seasonal setting (‘Macassans’ arrived yearly on Ḻuŋgurrma wind in Mayaltha season); the 
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Djuranydjura story is a perfect proto-type of a cultural story (dhäwu) that could be 

incorporated into the website to function in and out of the classroom context, with 

excursions to nearby Ṉaŋinyburra and other ‘Macassan’ sites. There are existing recordings 

of Warramiri Elders telling the story, animated versions and even balanda retellings which 

fit beautifully into the graded, ‘over-learning’ schema envisaged to apply to different age 

levels in the website. And lastly, in a moment of self-enactment, the story highlights that 

although the Warramiri express a clear wish to take up knowledge of websites and to create 

this particular one, there must be negotiation at a real level concerning both the production 

and use and control of such technology. Similar to older comments concerning mining; 

Yolŋu ‘will continue to use modern technology selectively to pursue the vast responsibilities 

we have for this country of ours. Aboriginal people are capable of accommodating change, 

but we do need time…like technology, such expertise must be subordinate to Aboriginal 

people’s aspirations’ (Lanhupuy, 1982, p. 54). Websites are a desired technology but must 

be negotiated, not presented as new saviours, or such progress will be met with calm, but 

sure resistance in the style of Djuranydjura. In this instance, the medium must embody the 

message.  

Encouragingly, in 2014, the 

school at Gäwa embedded the 

seasonal poster straight away 

into their curriculum, the new 

Damala class teacher in 

particular, planning a unit around 

‘Macassan’ visits to Arnhem 

Land. This was both a seasonal- Figure 50: Damala Class seasonal curriculum wall, 2014 
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turning moment and a ‘bothways’ enactment as the ‘Macassan’ visits are also explicitly 

mentioned in the Year 3: History Australian Curriculum as well. However, such reflections 

were not the end of the Warramiri website story. After the full interviews with Guthadjaka 

and other Gäwa community members, the preeminence of the land itself (which in turn 

gives rise to the Warramiri people and language) became clear. And so, further significant 

changes were made to the website structure to reflect this prioritisation. Practical issues 

over who would actually develop and physically design the site and which resources would 

be shared with the general public also arose. However, this was the exact kind of process 

envisaged at the outset when following the generative methodology; late changes, on-going 

re-negotiation, in short, the genuine bala-räli dynamic Guthadjaka had called for, which we 

had attempted to maintain over the years. Sadly, questions of such ‘methodological and 

epistemological messiness’ (Christie, 2006, p. 82) then gave way to the simple messiness of 

life itself, with cyclones and tragic accidents derailing the entire project throughout 2015. At 

this point Guthadjaka chose to remove the website from public viewing, adding a password 

protection mechanism in what was a significantly traumatic time. Of course, this action was 

supported by Ben, who always referred to the site as Guthadjaka’s. It was, however, a 

sombre reminder that trust between balanda and Yolŋu is impacted by more than personal 

relationships and that digital resources are not ‘objective’ research, but part of the 

community itself. 

In 2016, further resources were added and a ‘soft’ launch was held at the school with staff 

and system office personnel. A formal, large-scale community consultation/viewing process 

and final opening has been discussed, but other sicknesses have now also delayed this 

process. However, Ben returned to Gäwa in April 2017 to assist new teachers understand 

and utilise the Warramiri website and as of early 2018 when Ben visited Gäwa regarding a 
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new research project for the community, the seasonal charts and new student contributions 

were evident in the school. Guthadjaka was also most encouraging of these trips, 

acknowledging that even with ‘good teachers’ at Gäwa, support is needed to turn the 

curriculum and resources into a practical reality. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the three interactions 

presented above demonstrate the 

desire and passion of Guthadjaka 

to incorporate new technologies 

into the age-old process of 

education, but to continually re-

position the structure and 

content of the website to best 

reflect Warramiri cosmological and 

pedagogical priorities. In particular, we have argued that the seasonal-turning, ‘through 

country’ structure of the site is a faithful attempt at honouring the Warramiri cosmological 

foundation, a way to incorporate elements of the inside-outside Yolŋu epistemology and a 

clear mandate for balanda teachers to continually engage with Gäwa Elders in the bala-räli, 

‘bothways’ dynamic so consistently outlined by Yolŋu educators. Although the Warramiri 

website has been lying somewhat dormant since 2016, this is no cause for alarm. The 

balanda academic upbringing in Ben initially hoped  for a radically realised website, but 

partnering with the ‘performative epistemology’ (Christie, 2005) of the existing transmission 

of Warramiri language and culture practices at Gäwa was always its real purpose. Indeed, 

one of the key learnings for Ben is that such a commitment to genuinely partner with 

 Figure 51: Warramiri website homepage, 2015 
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community means an open-ended, ‘messy’ final product can be viewed as a positive, 

generative outcome. Guthadjaka also had initial hopes to share the site with a broader 

audience but has shifted in her thinking to focus on Gäwa and language revitalisation of 

Warramiri. The site is certainly set up to accomodate this priority moving forward, and 

encourgingly, funding to pursue this has been sourced for 2019.79 Indeed, despite the 

challenges of the last few years, we believe that the timing is now right for the website to be 

utilized to support the existing ‘on country’ reality (which already exists at Gäwa) by slowly 

introducing a ‘through country’, seasonal-turning pedagogy to focus explicitly on Warramiri 

language and cultural transmission. This duoethnography establishes that the process of 

bala-räli since 2009 has been a success, and so we are confident the product (the website) 

and the outcome (student learning) will continue to blossom. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
79 Indigenous Languages and Arts Program- ILA01800118-Warramiri Website. 
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