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Abstract 
 

This thesis explores the process by which a feeling of epistemic disconcertment is used by an 

embodied participant in social work, as a sign that inquiry into those situations where the feelings 

arise is warranted. Based on a selected set of encounters experienced by the author in northern 

Australia where he was engaged in a variety of professional roles with groups of Aboriginal people, 

the thesis considers the process of such inquiry. In particular the effects of this process of inquiry on 

the conceptualisation of the figure of the analyst and author are worried at. This figure arises within 

the inquiry itself and is understood to be configured by a diverse range of elements, not limited to 

those within the originating situations. The thesis should thus be understood as an explication of 

inquiry into past situated and collective inquiry (in the form of social work, or ‘services delivery’), 

and a consideration of what emerges from engaging in inquiry where the focus of puzzling is the 

knower (who made inquiry in the past in delivering ‘human services’), rather than the known.  

The thesis uses four episodes of professional practice in which an epistemic feeling of 

disconcertment arose, presenting itself as occasioning inquiry into those situations. The aim is to 

learn how to work effectively within similar situations. Starting the inquiry process through the 

writing of first-person narratives, which seek to bring to life the emergence of the disconcerting 

moment, each of the four examples are presented as stand-alone instances of inquiry into inquiry. In 

each case the narrative initiates the inquiry, so while they read as descriptive accounts, they are 

shown to be part of the interpretive process, iteratively developed with the other components of 

the inquiry, whose nature, objects and purpose emerge from the process itself.  

Through gathering the situations that form the basis of this thesis together, a context is developed: 

that of a professional whose ‘job’ entails working with Aboriginal people on matters in which 

Aboriginal knowledge is a key component. This gathering enables the author to connect different 

situations under a single banner through which they can be interpreted. That these situations all 

occurred in northern Australia, where many Aboriginal people continue to live lives connected to 
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their land and ancestral practices, enables another contextual level to be developed, which the 

constituent chapters explore through grounded interpretation, asking what it means to work 

responsibly in situations where objectives and aspirations of Aboriginal authorities are actively 

centred.  

The reflexive work, which forms the basis of each of the four chapters in which professional 

disconcertment is considered, in turn enables the figure of the author as an outcome of inquiry to be 

composed. Recognising this figure as emerging from inquiry; a product of the process, the figure of 

the author is proposed as a partial knower, sensitised and embodied, capable of appreciating the 

moral dimensions of action, and able to participate knowingly and responsibly in epistemically and 

politically complex situations.  
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Chapter 1- Introduction 
 

Synoptic map 
 

The role of this chapter in the thesis is two-fold. First, to introduce the figure of the author, the 

knower in the text. I present this knower through a story of how he had his ‘head turned’, explaining 

that this formulation has been inspired by the writing of Bruno Latour. In his first book, Latour 

relates a story, about himself as a knower and author who, having been sensitised to think about 

‘knowledge making’ by particular life experiences, narrates his experiences of following laboratory 

scientists around in a particular way. Recognising the formative impact of an early ‘professional’ 

experience, the notion of ‘head turning’ is employed to establish an iterative relation between a set 

of professional experiences and the work of the thesis.   

The second role of this chapter is to briefly introduce the several place-times, the situations where 

the happenings narrated in the thesis occurred. These place-times are: Pine Creek/ Kybrook Farm 

and the Daly river in the Northern Territory (NT) of Australia; Balgo/ Wirrimanu in Western Australia; 

Kintore/ Walungurru in the NT; and, Alice Springs/ Mparntwe in the NT. These introductions provide 

some historical, geographic and social information, to orient the reader to the context in which the 

narrated experiences in the individual chapters take place.  
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First steps… 
 

Stepping onto the startlingly red sand of the Kimberley, relieved that the two and a half thousand-

kilometre highway journey on the Intercity Perth-Broome bus is finally over, the sun slides quickly 

away, disappearing into the Indian Ocean.  The colour of the sky matches that of the sand, and 

Broome’s salty, viscous, tropical air is sweet, the scents of frangipani and melaleuca hanging in the 

air like perfume. Suddenly embraced by my lecturer in his north American way, I remember myself as 

an enrolled student in an undergraduate Landscape Architecture course. We- there are four of us- are 

a long way from the buildings of the university on the other side of the country where we last saw 

each other, yet it is that academic institution that authorises our presence here, through its links with 

a local organisation. 

The year is 1991 and I am about to begin work in what is often called ‘Aboriginal Australia’. The 

discipline of ‘Landscape Architecture’ is a peculiar mixture of environmental science, social science 

and design, and as a student in the course I was fortunate to be offered the opportunity to live and 

work for a time in the Aboriginal community- Beagle Bay- located north of Broome in Australia’s far 

north-west. Today we would call it an ‘internship’, but then it didn’t have a formal name, and in the 

Australian academy the arrangement was highly unusual—even wild. With hindsight, I recognise that 

status as ‘innovation’, a gift, both for me and for the academy. The freedom that was somehow 

found, conferred on our arrangement an informality that meant that we were able to ‘make things 

up as we went along’. I can now see that the easy-going nature of the arrangement freed all of us as 

participants from the strictures that otherwise always seem to attend more formalised structures.   

Jim Sinatra, my lecturer, migrated from the United States in the early 1980s, his energetic presence 

pivotal in the establishment of Landscape Architecture in Australia. With a thirst for adventure, Jim 

actively sought to expand the discipline’s remit, beyond the urban environment in which it had 

originated, and to which many saw it naturally belonging. Starting with ‘whole farm planning’ in 
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western Victoria, Jim became fascinated with how Australians living in non-urban areas lived in, 

understood and worked with their landscapes, and for the possibilities that this offered the discipline 

of Landscape Architecture. On sabbatical in 1989, Jim took himself on a tour of Australia, meeting up 

with a number of people across the country. One of these people was Paddy Roe, an Indigenous elder 

who lived in Broome, and who invited Jim and a group of Landscape Architecture students to come to 

Broome and learn more about other ways to see and be in the country. 

In 1990, entranced by the new way of seeing that the trip engendered, and the possibilities it 

afforded, a final year student sent a proposal to a number of Aboriginal communities across the 

Kimberley in which he offered to work pro bono, in the hope that he might find a location to do his 

final design project. He was keen to do something that delivered the prospective community a 

concrete outcome. One community, Beagle Bay, through its then Town Clerk, Victor Hunter, 

responded. This connection became the basis of an ongoing relationship between the RMIT 

Landscape Architecture course and Beagle Bay. In 1991 I was one of two third year students who 

benefited from the on-going association. 

The only bit of advice Jim gave to prepare us for our impending stay in Beagle Bay was “keep out of 

the [Indigenous] politics, keep your eyes open, and learn from your own experience”. We were two 

young men who had lived our lives so far in Melbourne; and we felt underprepared. Later, we would 

learn that Jim was deliberately drawing from design principles he had first absorbed from Roberto 

Burle Marx, a Brazilian landscape architect and artist, who held that the ’place’ itself should be the 

first to tell you what to do. Burle Marx was famous for designs that created landscapes as though 

they were paintings; his raw materials came from nature, and included the ephemeral: light and 

colour, wind and texture, embracing the changes that take place over days and seasons and years. 

He focused on exploring the possibilities of landscapes to produce meaning for the human beings 

experiencing them. While Beagle Bay is a million miles from Copacabana Beach, the design principle 

learned by Jim and passed on to us, was about to find a new proving ground. 



 15 

Having arrived in as a student in an obscure, newly emerging trans-discipline, landscape architecture, 

the experience of Beagle Bay ‘turned my head’. Design questions, like how do the elements ‘in’ a 

landscape relate to each other, and, how might their arrangements be manipulated, seemed out of 

place in this context. New questions arose, centred around ‘people in their places’. How do people 

‘be’ in the landscapes in which they live their lives? How do those landscapes make them who they 

are? I approached my undergraduate design thesis, undertaken at one of Beagle Bay’s outstations, 

LaDjardarr Bay in 1992, with these questions in mind. At the time, asking these new questions 

seemed logical; they emerged seemingly of their own accord, the product of a trajectory I did not see 

myself as an active knowledge maker within. Only later would the implications of this subtle shift in 

focus become apparent, and my becoming conscious of it marked a decisive change in how I 

approached my professional tasks.   

Beagle Bay and my experiences there thus assume a critical place in understanding my ensuing 

professional work, and the examination of its meaning in this thesis. Without them it is unlikely I 

would have done the work I have done, in the way I have done it. What I begin here, therefore, is the 

first part of a deliberate interpretive strategy, the logic of which I will both ‘show’ and ‘tell’ as this 

thesis unfolds. As a practitioner engaged in ‘hands on’ work in Aboriginal Australia, seeking to work 

responsibly and accountably, this thesis provides an opportunity to explore the knowledge making 

that inheres in this work. The nature of this intellectual work, and of the knowledge produced by it, 

are two of my objects of interest.  

On Having One’s Head Turned 
 

The main conceptual element that emerges from considering my experiences in Beagle Bay is the 

notion I will call ‘having my head turned’. A psychologist might call it ‘being primed’. ‘Priming’ is 

generally understood to be the process by which something is prepared for action. Think painting, 

carburettors, pumps, or an athlete about to perform. In each case the ‘priming’ is the preparation 

for the ‘real’ action which will follow. However, given it entails processes similar to what will be 
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embarked upon in the ‘real’ action (even though it is done prior to it) priming is differentiated from 

practicing, in that it assumes its mantle as priming when followed by the action. If no action follows 

the (priming) work, then it can no longer be thought of as priming. Priming in this sense is the first 

phase of action that increases the efficacy of the ‘real’ action once it begins. I am using priming to 

capture the idea that it is something that it is both preparatory, as well as part of the action.  

But where does this notion- of having my head turned, of being primed- come from? And what role 

does it, and its development, play in this thesis? To begin, I felt the need to develop an appropriate 

way to articulate the effect of my experiences in Beagle Bay on my thinking, given their significance 

in moulding what I have (subsequently) gone on to do in a professional sense. The appropriate 

notion should capture the profound impact those experiences had on me, yet hold a sense of 

paradox: of having changed while staying the same. Having gone as a student with the (necessarily) 

limited experience of a 20-year-old, I returned with new knowledge and insight, produced through 

experience (now just a little more worldly). The ‘turning of my head’ is meant to convey that having 

arrived seeing in one way, I left being able to see in new, additional, ways, but without a pivotal 

moment which might set apart the two ways of seeing.  

I have built this notion partly on my reading of Bruno Latour’s paper ‘Coming out as a philosopher’ 

(2010). Latour, in this paper, identifies himself as ‘a philosopher’ (rather than as any number of other 

‘types’ of intellectual that he has been identified as throughout his career, including sociologist, 

anthropologist, and social theorist). His rationale for ‘coming out’ (as he puts it) as a philosopher was 

to highlight what he saw as the uniting thread that linked the disparate studies he had undertaken 

over the previous 20 years. He called this ‘systematic comparative analysis of truth production’, or, 

simply, comparative philosophy (Latour 2010). He discusses some of his influences, noting 

specifically André Malet, who introduced him to the work of Rudolf Bultmann, and from him biblical 

exegesis as a specific academic practice. While he stresses that the lesson he learned from Bultmann 

was not that which Bultmann might have intended, he points out that it was through this work that 
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he began to be able to ‘see’ in new ways. He specifically notes that, on finishing his PhD and entering 

“the biological laboratory in California, where I began my first serious ethnographic field study, I was 

primed to detect its exegetic dimension in the immense complexity of scientific practice” (Latour 

2010 p3, emphasis added). It is here that Latour identifies that he was ‘primed’ by the work he had 

done to be able to see in a particular way- that he entered the laboratory ‘with something’. This 

‘something’ was a way of seeing that he had developed through his previous work; it did not 

prescribe what he would see, but was a strategy for how to see.   

The context- geography, history and social/ institutional background 
 

The material for this thesis was developed in northern Australia. Northern Australia is not a defined 

jurisdiction, like a state or territory. For the purposes of this thesis it is that part of Australia which 

lies geographically in the north, which is also the part of (what is now known as) Australia where the 

original inhabitants have managed (mostly) not to be dispossessed of their traditional lands, as is the 

case in much of the eastern and southern areas of the island continent. 
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According to current research, Aboriginal people have inhabited Australia continuously for more 

than 65,000 years (Clarkson, Jacobs et al. 2017). Aboriginal people, however should not be 

understood as a homogenous group; there were between 200 and 300 distinct languages spoken on 

the continent when Europeans first arrived. Many of these languages have become extinct, while 

some, though not many, are still spoken actively. This is the case in some areas of northern Australia, 

where Aboriginal languages are still many people’s first language, with Aboriginal people’s English 

proficiency varying enormously.  

In many places across northern Australia, Aboriginal people, while now residing in settlements (often 

called communities), continue to live on their ancestral lands, and thus maintain connections with 

them and practice their responsibilities for them. This ongoing occupation of land, and the 

continuation of practices through which responsibility is maintained, should make state and 

organisational action with Aboriginal people such places complex, with the reality of different ways 

of worlding (in the sense discussed by Anderson and Harrison:  "...the term 'world' does not refer to 

an extant thing but rather the context or background against which particular things show up and 

take on significance: a mobile but more or less stable ensemble of practices, involvements, relations, 

capacities, tendencies and affordances" (2010 p8)) that constitute them, a reality that ought not be 

(but often is) ignored.  

Across northern Australia there are many (in excess of 500, perhaps more than 1000) small 

settlements in which the vast majority of residents are Aboriginal. In every case these settlements 

are enmeshed with the policies and practices of the state, and often also engage with non-

governmental entities which, in many instances, provide citizen services on behalf of the state. This 

produces situations on the ground in which Aboriginal people and state and organisational actors 

must work together, often with aims that may conflict. Given their different worldviews, the aims of 

any action in which Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal people participate are likely to differ. However, it 

is (usually) the case that any aims (or desired outcomes) of any action that are clearly defined in 
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written terms will be those of the state or organisational actors. A lack of written articulation of aims 

by Aboriginal people does not mean that they do not have aims or aspirations from action they 

engage in; their absence in explicit (written or spoken) form should not be understood as absence in 

general. The work required to discern what they may be, to make them visible, so that they can be 

part of any action in which people from different groups participate, may be difficult, often 

conditioned by people’s previous experiences in which Aboriginal aspirations were actively 

discounted as being relevant. However, the fact remains that much state and organisational action is 

premised on the idea that those actions are conducted for the benefit of Aboriginal people. If this is 

the case, then the work to ascertain what Aboriginal people’s aspirations are needs to be part of the 

action in which people take part. That this is rarely the case does not diminish the importance of this 

point, which I acknowledge is a political one, and thus could be contested. 

In the following sections I will set out some basic, background information about the places and 

work that provides the situations which are the basis of this thesis. The background information I 

provide is necessarily partial, intended to give the reader a ‘sense’ of the context in which I worked. 

These descriptions are intended to provide the reader with an impression of the locations physically, 

as well as in relation to other aspects that bear upon the situations that are the focus of the work I 

do in this thesis; they are not an exhaustive catalogue of all issues that may be relevant. 

Pine Creek/ Kybrook Farm/ Daly River: Land management lecturer-training 
 

In Australia in the 19th century, the discovery of gold often heralded the construction of new towns, 

and Pine Creek, located around 225 kilometres south of Darwin, the capital city of the Northern 

Territory, is a classic example. Constructed near a creek, named Pine Creek by members of the group 

constructing the Overland Telegraph Line (see also section on Alice Springs) in 1870 (recognising that 

it would have had Aboriginal names), the ‘town’ was established in the early 1870s following the 

discovery of gold in the process of excavating for the posts for the telegraph line. That this land was 

‘owned’ by Aboriginal people was not seemingly considered by those prospectors who came to seek 
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their fortune, most of whom were either of European descent, including some who moved from the 

gold mining regions of southern regions of Australia, or from China.   

Located just to the south of Pine Creek lies the Aboriginal community of Kybrook Farm. The town 

and the community are located on Wagiman land, the traditional ownership of which was finally 

recognised in a Federal Court determination in 2019. The native title claim had first been lodged in 

1999, meaning the Wagiman had to wait for twenty years to get what they knew to be their land 

back, this despite the Aboriginal Land Rights (Northern Territory) Act (commonly known as the Land 

Rights Act) being passed in 1976. Nowadays, most members of the Wagiman live at Kybrook Farm, 

with others living in the towns of Pine Creek, Katherine, Palmerston and Darwin. The community was 

established to ‘generate economic opportunities’ for local Wagiman and other Aboriginal people 

through participating in farming activity. That this hope was misplaced is not surprising, given the 

geography and nature of the work, and places Kybook Farm alongside many other similar ‘failed’ 

ventures, in which hopes for ‘Aboriginal advancement’ (held by outsiders) through the adoption of 

activity for which the country was not suited, or which they did not find meaningful, rested. Kybrook 

Farm stands as an example of action predicated on the belief by the state that they are intervening 

for the benefit of Aboriginal people, often without any form of consultation. 

While members of the Wagiman had their native title rights to the area around Pine Creek 

recognised in 2019, their ownership of other land in the wider area had already been recognised 

through earlier Land Rights claims. Senior Wagiman people viewed these claimed lands as providing 

them and their families the possibility of working future, founded (finally) on their recognised and 

ongoing ownership of the land. Many of the senior members of the Wagiman had been brought up 

as stock hands, working with cattle for those who had set up vast stations on the land they 

understood to be their own. While they worked the land as stock hands, they also sought to meet 

their responsibilities to the land, nurturing it and doing what they could to maintain its health 

through their actions- ceremonial, practical and relational- with others who were also implicated in 

https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2013C00556
https://www.legislation.gov.au/Details/C2013C00556
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its ongoing wellbeing. Now, with ownership, they had an opportunity to care for the land in a way 

they determined. However, the land itself has changed since colonisation, a fact they were conscious 

of, and something they wanted to take into account, as they sought to develop their own enterprises 

on it. 

One group of Wagiman people sought assistance for their project to develop their Land Trust as a 

cattle business from the Northern Land Council’s Caring for Country (NLC CfC) unit. One critical 

aspect of making the aspiration a reality was the necessity of ‘managing’ the land, cognisant that this 

meant dealing with a wider range of issues than they had had not had to deal with in the past when 

they had worked as stock hands. New and emerging threats, like weeds and feral animals, combined 

with the impact of altered fire regimes, meant that new strategies had to be developed to manage 

the land, with a concomitant realignment of what it meant to manage the land ‘responsibly’. The old 

understandings were not to be supplanted by new ones, but equally there was an awareness that 

new practices might be needed, and how they might be best learned and integrated was one of the 

challenges the Wagiman faced. 

Staff from the NLC’s CfC unit approached the School of Australian Indigenous Knowledge Systems 

(SAIKS) at Charles Darwin University, looking to procure land management training for the Wagiman. 

They wanted training that would explicitly recognise the Wagiman’s existing Aboriginal land 

management practices, and which also recognised that they would need new skills to address new 

and emerging threats to the health of the country. In the late 1990s, staff from SAIKS predecessor 

had, with others, developed Vocational Education and Training (VET) resources to meet the needs of 

groups like the Wagiman, who were seeking to manage their land using both Western and Aboriginal 

management approaches and logics, and thus SAIKS was in a strong position to provide the desired 

training.  

The land management training provided to the Wagiman was ‘on country’, that is, it took place on 

Wagiman country, not in a classroom or on university property, or even at Kybrook Farm. The 
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Wagiman Land Trust lies around 250 km south west of Darwin, bordering the Daly River and covering 

around 130,000 hectares. It is predominantly tropical savanna woodland, comprised of eucalypt 

trees with a grassland understory. Lying in the tropics, the bulk of the area’s rainfall occurs during 

the ‘wet season’, the average annual rainfall being around 1200mm. During the ‘wet’, the Land Trust 

is inaccessible, given the number of creeks and rivers that must be crossed to access it from Pine 

Creek/ Kybrook Farm. With the advent of the ‘dry’, the creeks begin to dry up, making it accessible 

once more. At the same time, the grasses which grow prolifically through the wet season, begin to 

dry out, heralding the opportunity to burn. Prior to colonisation, Aboriginal people began burning 

the accumulated grasses early in the dry season, both to facilitate movement and to encourage the 

grass dependent game (for food) which their burning attracted. With the arrival of colonisers, who 

were raising cattle, Aboriginal early burning was eliminated, either through prohibition or through 

the depopulation of country (which included processes of conflict, disease and forced resettlement).  

Ironically (and sadly for Aboriginal people) the colonisers could seemingly only see fire as 

destructive, their Eurocentric views seemingly unable to understand that the grasslands to which 

they were so attracted, were produced and maintained by the Aboriginal fire regimes they now 

fought to exclude. New, unanticipated threats arose as a result of excluding regular early burning: 

later, hotter and more extensive fires became more common, most of which were ignited by 

lightning strikes, in turn heralding changes to the composition of the vegetation, with tree thickening 

and weed invasion ensuing, all of which impact on cattle production (see Lewis 2002).  

SAIKS was an odd entity for a university, supporting as it did, Aboriginal knowledge production, 

within its remit. Its presence as an entity dedicated to this purpose possibly reflects that the 

university within which it came to being was a relatively new entity itself, emerging in a time and 

place in which the reality of ongoing Aboriginal knowledge and practice, and its role in individual and 

community wellbeing, could not be ignored, even if it was not well understood. While one of its 

purposes was to support Aboriginal knowledge production, this did not mean that its legitimacy as a 

unit within the university, and by extension, within the Australian Higher Education community, was 
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accounted for on the basis that it fulfilled this mission. Rather it was measured, like all other 

academic entities within the university, on the basis that it fulfil its requirements under legislation, 

and in relation to quality measures set outside the university. Staff members were required to 

undertake their duties to ensure the requirements of the organisation, measured according to 

externally generated criteria, were met first and foremost. That dilemmas might arise when the 

complex needs that emerge in on-ground training situations come into conflict with the need to 

meet externally generated criteria, should have been expected. However, there were no 

mechanisms through which such dilemmas could be worked through without drawing attention to 

the issues that would draw the relevance of those externally generated criteria into question. As 

such, there were no formal processes developed for considering them, and as a result, individual 

staff members could not rely on the organisation for assistance in addressing any such dilemma that 

might emerge in their work.   

In practical terms the job of the on-ground training provider was the development of tasks that 

would enable the teaching, and then assessment, of students according to explicit criteria. A staff 

member would develop lesson plans, based on course documents, which had very clear instructions 

for what needed to be achieved in order to pass students as ‘competent’ for any element of training. 

The training provided to the Wagiman came under the banner of Vocational Education and Training 

(VET), which in Australia is delineated from Higher Education, which are the two options for 

undertaking post school education. VET is practically focused training which is ‘competency based’, 

geared toward the attainment and demonstration of skills to meet industry-defined standards, 

rather than to a learner's achievement relative to that of others. This focus on competency means 

that a student must be able to successfully demonstrate their capacity to perform a particular skill to 

the satisfaction of the assessor. In theory, this approach is meant to alleviate the requirement for 

students to ‘explain’ their competency, focusing on practical demonstration (thus, in theory avoiding 

judging a student on their linguistic capacity rather than their physical ability to perform a task). In 

practice it often means a combination of physical demonstration accompanied by verbal 
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explanations. That such an approach to competence in theory obscures issues that might emerge in 

practice is not surprising. For example, in the land management training provided to the Wagiman,  

the safe mixing and application of chemicals for a weed might proceed without too many problems 

emerging using the ‘standard’ model of assessing competence . However, in relation to the burning 

of grass on country, where the criteria by which judgements about what constitutes ‘safety’ or 

‘success’ are less clear, such an approach no longer works. Also, adding to the complexity is the 

awareness that working in this context requires negotiation over the aims of any activity. Finally, 

there is an acknowledgement that any criteria through which judgements might be made are 

constructed, not found, and even then, are not necessarily solid, or ongoingly valid, particularly 

when considering that what is appropriate at one time and in one place may not be in another.  

It is in this space of recognising the necessity of ‘negotiated criteria’ that the complexity, and the 

richness, of this training emerges. The predictability that VET promises in terms of outcomes for 

students and industry is problematised in a context in which Aboriginal knowledge is both valued 

and used in establishing the criteria by which appropriate practices for managing land are 

constituted. The issues that the ‘context’ generates need to be understood in the place where they 

are made; there is no sense in which externally conceived procedures could possibly accommodate 

the unique circumstances that emerge whenever Aboriginal people and their land management 

aspirations meet a nationally regulated curriculum. Central to the strategies for working through 

these complexities are the people who bring this together, but it must be acknowledged that they 

are not the only actors in the process. While each person plays a role, and the function of those roles 

may (or may not) vary with each new situation (meaning that things constantly need to be 

negotiated), other actors (or actants) must also be understood to have agency that must be 

considered. Other actors (or actants), which might include the wind, the speed of a current, a 

written directive from a Land Council lawyer, or a goanna emerging from the grass at the side of the 

road, also participate in activities. No-one is able to know the full nature and scope of the issues that 
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may emerge in advance, or which actants might emerge as significant in an activity, which impacts 

on the ability to plan and undertake training as conceived in the curriculum documents. 

Believing the real basis for my work to be assisting the Wagiman to manage their country according 

to criteria that they developed, my approach was to work with them to use the curriculum to 

establish these criteria cooperatively. Such an approach was, I believed, defensible in both the terms 

set by the organisation for which I was employed, and for the autonomy of the Wagiman in terms of 

their right to manage their land according to whatever criteria they saw fit. It was this attitude 

toward my work with the Wagiman that arguably set the scene for my disconcerting moment which I 

detail in Chapter 3. 

 

Balgo/ Wirrimanu: Business Development Manager- social enterprise development 
 

The Aboriginal Community of Wirrimanu, also known as Balgo, located in the north of Western 

Australia, began its life as a Catholic Mission1. It is situated (roughly) where the Great Sandy and the 

Tanami deserts meet in Australia’s north west, sitting on the edge of a spectacular escarpment 

known as the ‘Pound’. Built as a replacement for the original mission settlement (now known as the 

‘Old Mission’), whose water supply was unable to meet the needs of a growing population, the 

community was established on its current site in 1965 where underground water was more reliable 

(Choules Edinger and Marsh 2004). Lying at the south-eastern extreme of what is known as the 

Kimberley region of Western Australia, Balgo is known as one of Australia’s most remote 

settlements. The nearest town is Halls Creek, which lies 300km to the north, with the towns of Alice 

Springs, Broome and Kununurra lying between 600km and 900 km away. Located in the tropics, it 

receives the bulk of its rainfall in the summer or ‘wet season’, however it only receives around 

 
1 Missions in Australia were settlements developed by a range of Christian denominations in which Aboriginal 
people came to reside, either through forcible relocation or other means. Strategies to encourage Aboriginal 
people to move to missions included the distribution of free food, which for those in desert settings was often 
an offer too good to pass up.  
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350mm annually, which means that the vegetation is adapted for long periods without rain, and 

which accounts for its designation as a desert settlement. 

Warlayirti Artists Aboriginal Corporation is Wirrimanu’s local community owned Art organisation. It 

began its life in 1987, formalising a structure to support the local production of art following a 

successful exhibition which showcased art from the region, held at the Art Gallery of Western 

Australia, called ‘Art from the Great Sandy Desert’. Art began being produced in the community in 

the late 1970s following the lead of Pintupi artists (to whom many Balgo artists were related) who 

began producing art in Papunya in the early 1970s. As a community owned Aboriginal corporation, 

Warlayirti Artists is a self-funding, not for profit organisation, which exists to support the art making 

in the three communities in the region: Wirrimanu, Bililuna and Mulan. Most of this work is of art on 

canvas, but also includes artefacts, printmaking and glass pieces in limited numbers. In the early 

years of the 20th century the governing committee decided that they wanted to expand the remit of 

the organisation to support the ‘culture’ of the people residing in the three communities, 

recognising that this culture underpinned the production of art for which the centre was famous, as 

well as to provide support for those not actively involved in art production. Seeking money through 

federal government grants, Warlayirti Artists secured money to build a Culture Centre which opened 

in 2002. Following a period in which the Culture Centre opened and closed a number of times, 

money was secured from another federal government grant, this time to fund two positions whose 

role was to assist members of the organisation to develop a social enterprise2. This enterprise would 

seek to use the cultural assets of the community as the basis of a tourism venture, providing visitors 

 
2 Social enterprises are businesses that trade to intentionally tackle social problems, improve communities, 

provide people access to employment and training, or help the environment. Social enterprise is a descriptive 

term for businesses that prioritise social goals, rather than a legal form in itself 

(https://www.socialtraders.com.au/about-social-enterprise/what-is-a-social-enterprise/social-enterprise-

definition/). 
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to the community with an option (for which they would pay) to learn about local culture. The project 

was called ‘Teaching tourists, teaching kids, sharing culture’. 

The Culture Centre reopened in 2004, employing a Business Development Manager and a 

Community Development Worker with the money provided by the government grant. I was 

employed as the Business Development Manager and my (now) wife was employed as the 

Community Development Manager. The (Aboriginal) management committee that appointed us 

were very happy that we were a ‘package’, reflecting perhaps the value that they place on family. 

The two roles were designed to worked cooperatively to bring the ‘Teaching tourists, teaching kids, 

sharing culture’ project to life. The project implementation strategy was designed such that the two 

employees would work with community members to establish a viable (in social terms) tourism 

enterprise that also generated some income. The project designers did not have a strong sense of 

what a ‘socially viable’ tourism enterprise might look like in Balgo, so work with local people to 

establish what that might mean, and then work to develop a ‘product’ that respected that idea, was 

central to the project’s early stages.  

In terms of the project’s ambition in a general sense, of being as a vehicle to use the culture of the 

people of the region as an asset for social and economic benefit, no progress could be made without 

buy-in from the community. Thus, the first task of the project was the establishment of relationships 

between the staff and a number of people who contributed to the existing strength of Warlayirti. 

This meant members of the governing committee, as well as a number of senior people, not all of 

whom were artists, who provided cultural oversight for the organisation. As the project developed, a 

range of technical tasks emerged as crucial for ongoing development, including the procurement of 

information about training, business and insurance, so that as the vision of the community started to 

coalesce, so too did a potential structure for the social enterprise that would form the business 

which might emerge. The tasks that came together to comprise the job were diverse, including 

activities such as travelling with local people on ‘back to country’ and hunting trips, detailed readings 
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of contractual materials, semi-formal meetings with interested community members, sourcing ochre 

for men’s ceremony business, and, attending community meetings. In short, the ‘job’ was whatever 

seemed to serve the need of the project, something that often could not be seen until after a task 

had been completed. Thus, trust was an essential component of the relationships upon which the 

project depended. These relationships, which entailed both social and institutional aspects, 

established and maintained between the staff and local people interested in participating, were the 

basis of strategising about what needed to be done and generating any action required. The project 

had local Aboriginal people’s culture at the centre, which meant staff needed to avoid positioning 

themselves as the arbiters of what should, or should not, happen. That such a philosophy left a lot of 

grey areas in terms of how activity was planned and implemented was unavoidable, and more than 

once disagreement arose. However, rather than being seen as a problem, this was seen as a natural 

consequence of the process, and thus the work to address issues as they arose constituted key work 

in the project. 

The ways that different participants in the process envisioned the collective work, coupled with the 

fact that most people’s first language is Kukatja, while mine and my wife’s is English, meant that 

establishing a shared sense of how things ought to proceed was difficult. While we both had 

experience in Aboriginal contexts prior to our work in Balgo, it was our first encounter with 

establishing a social venture, which entailed challenges in relation to the contract that provided the 

money for our positions. This situation forms the basis of the disconcertment that I discuss in 

Chapter 4. 

Kintore/ Walungurru: Conservation and Land Management lecturer-training 
 

Kintore, or Walungurru, lies around 530km by road west of Alice Springs in the Great Sandy Desert 

(around 400 kilometres south-east of Wirrimanu/ Balgo), in the Northern Territory. The community 

was established in 1981, initially as an outstation from the community of Papunya, which lies some 

300km to the east, when Pintupi people who had been brought in from the region further to the 
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west demonstrated their desire to return to the lands from which they came. The outstation grew 

and was soon established a permanent settlement which sits at the base of the Kintore Range. Today 

Kintore has a population of around 400 people, the great majority of whom are Pintupi.  

Unlike Wagiman country, there was never any sustained colonial incursion into the land Pintupi 

understood as their own. Even after a European presence had been established nearby, most Pintupi 

never found themselves working for European invaders like many Aboriginal people did in areas 

where pastoral activity took place, like around Pine Creek. The fact of it being desert and therefore 

unsuited to the raising of cattle, meant that the land was not desired by Europeans. Explorers and 

missionaries had travelled into and across the region, the latter encouraging people eastward to 

reside in missions where they were promised access to regular food and water, which depending on 

the prevailing weather, could be in short supply. By the 1970s there were still a small number of 

Aboriginal people living in the deserts of the NT and WA, though by the mid-1980s no-one (that is 

commonly known about) continued to live a nomadic life in the desert in the way the people of the 

region did prior to colonisation. That this transition is only very recent is significant for the way 

people in Kintore conceptualise their relationships to the land today. Pintupi people, while now 

residing in settlements rather than roaming the desert, maintain strong connections with their 

country, which they see as saturated with the presence of the actions of ancestors, whose role in 

creating them, the country, and the law, continues to actively frame their lives.  

While the task in Kintore, understood in institutional terms was the same as with the Wagiman- the 

provision of land management training- the on-ground reality presented differently. SAIKS was still 

the provider of the training, however the curriculum materials that formed the basis of the training 

were different, in subtle but important ways. The curriculum that had been designed by staff based 

in northern Australia to specifically recognise Aboriginal land management practice, had been 

replaced by a national level course which did not actively seek to take local needs into account. 

Complexifying the task was the fact that Pintupi had no organised group who were actively working 
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on country; the training had been brokered by the local (Lutheran) school who were acting as a 

support organisation for the provision of training. 

This orientation to my task established that I had an active role; I was to use contemporary (though 

heavily Eurocentrically weighted) materials to teach strategies for managing the landscape in a way 

that welcomed and built on local ways of doing things. SAIKS commitment to supporting Aboriginal 

knowledge production still lay at the centre of my work, yet the pressure to ensure that the work I 

did met ‘industry standards’ for which the university (rather than the School) had to account, 

remained.  

As there was no group, formal or informal, undertaking on ground land management activity, there 

were no active on ground tasks to frame the teaching (as was the case with the Wagiman). The 

students were generally young, including students who were enrolled as ‘VET in Schools’ 

participants. Their capacity in English varied considerably, and as a group brought together for the 

purposes of training, had no overarching connecting narrative which guided their participation in the 

course. While the teaching was being conducted in Pintupi country, it resembled a more traditional, 

institutionally framed educational experience, with the lecturer setting the agenda and the students 

expected to follow. For many of the students the selling point of this teaching, land management 

education that would take their ways of thinking into account, proved oversold. The reality of 

constructing teaching experiences without land-based activity meant that the teaching resembled 

that which they had received in their school classrooms, and which many found confusing and 

dissatisfying the first time around. 

The main challenge that emerged was the need for me to be much more prescriptive than I had 

been when teaching in places where there were active groups and articulated concern over how the 

land ought to be managed. I had to frame activities much more around the curriculum content, 

which proved to be both very difficult, and counter to the sentiment that I entered the situation 

with, which was to try to generate appropriate activities cooperatively. Rightly or wrongly, the 
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students seemed to be looking to me to take on a more traditional teacher role, even if that meant 

that what we did together was ineffective and confusing. In such a situation I found myself 

confronting an old problem in new ways. While the issues that were presented to me were similar to 

those I had previously experienced in trying to work two different knowledge making systems 

together, the form of those issues were very different. The differences were significant enough that 

the strategies I had previously employed, and which were successful (enough), did not seem to work 

in this context. How could the conundrums I found here be worked through such that accountability 

to the two knowledge making regimes be maintained? I discuss the emergence of a feeling of 

disconcertment and the journey it sent me on in chapter 5. 

Alice Springs: Research Coordinator-Research management  
 

Alice Springs lies in the centre of Australia, on central Arrernte country. In the local language it is 

known as Mparntwe. Alice Springs lies roughly in the in the centre of a mountain range that runs for 

over 200km from east to west (now known as the MacDonnell Ranges). Arrernte country, centred on 

the mountain range, is unusual for the Australian desert in that it has a number of permanent water 

sites, which have formed where the ephemeral rivers cross through the mountain range. The 

mountain range, a striking physical feature, framed the social and economic life the Arrernte, who 

did not travel as widely as those who lived further to the west (such as the Pintupi), where water 

was scarcer, as they were able to sustain themselves on the country proximal to the ranges. The first 

Europeans to venture into Arrernte country were in the party led by John McDouall Stuart in 1860, 

which was seeking to travel from Adelaide to Australia’s northern coast and back, a journey of some 

6000 kilometres. While they failed on their first two attempts, they were successful on the third, 

which paved the way for the construction of the Overland Telegraph Line, on which work began in 

1870 (see also section on Pine Creek). The Telegraph line had a number of repeater stations built 

along its length, with one built on the banks of the Lhere Mparntwe (also known as the Todd River, 

http://gutenberg.net.au/pgaus.html#stuart
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named after the Superintendent of the Telegraph Line, Charles Todd). The building of this Telegraph 

Station thus began the European settlement of the region.   

That this station was built on land that was owned by Arrernte people does not feature strongly in 

historical accounts, nor do those accounts articulate the views of Arrernte on the incursion. Those 

establishing and working in the station were there to do a job, and with a prevailing view that 

Aboriginal people did not own land, and that its status was thus terra nullius, there would have been 

little concern about the impact that a small settlement would make for the people of central 

Australia3. Nonetheless conflict soon emerged, particularly as more land was being taken over for 

pastoral activity in the vicinity, and it is estimated that over the following two decades that around 

1000 Aboriginal people were killed in the area (Central Land Council n.d.). Thus, the establishment of 

the town exemplifies the complexities of contemporary Alice Springs, for while it is a living symbol of 

European incursion, it also demonstrates the resilience of Aboriginal people: their knowledge 

systems and their care for their land, which continue despite the significant changes that have taken 

place. 

Tangentyere Council arose through and because of this complexity, finding its origins in assertions of 

continued Aboriginal belonging in the town in the face of the actions of governors and bureaucrats 

who continually tried to move Aboriginal people out of the town (Collmann 1979). The genesis of 

Tangentyere arose when the leaders of a small number of Aboriginal settlements within the town’s 

boundaries (known as ‘fringe camps’ by the authorities, but as Town Camps by the residents of the 

settlements themselves) met, deciding that the best way to advance their claims to the sites where 

they resided was through working together, rather than trying to take on the various layers of 

government on their own. This group formed what would become Tangentyere. The primary task 

that Tangentyere set itself was to “to assist the Town Campers to gain legal tenure and in order to 

 
3 See Miller, R. J.; Ruru, J.; Behrendt, L.; Lindberg, T. (2010). Discovering indigenous lands: the doctrine of 
discovery in the English colonies, for a discussion of the emergence of the concept in relation to the European 
takeover of Indigenous lands. 
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obtain water, electricity and housing” (Tangentyere Council 2019 p4). The first Town Camp Housing 

Associations were formed in 1974, and in 1979 Tangentyere Council was incorporated (Coghlan 

1991).    

Today, Tangentyere is a provider of wide range of services to Aboriginal people in Alice Springs 

including (but not limited to): housing, aged care, family support, disability support, tenancy 

support, alcohol and other drug programs, municipal and essential services, safety, and, youth 

programs. Tangentyere has changed the services it delivers, and the form of these services, as 

approaches to Indigenous policy and service provision have changed, both at the NT and national 

levels. Many of these changes have been forced on the organisation, with Tangentyere always 

seeking to maintain its accountability to Aboriginal people, even as the regimes to which it is 

accountable externally, change.  

One of these external changes that heralded a significant internal change was the decision by the 

Northern Territory Government (NTG) to experiment with alcohol policy through a targeted 

intervention in Alice Springs. In the early 2000s the NTG, concerned with the impacts of alcohol in 

the town, decided to implement a range of new restrictions in Alice Springs, including around the 

amount of alcohol that could be purchased and reduced operating hours. The restrictions were to be 

trialled for 12 months, and the process evaluated for outcomes, which would then inform what, if 

any, restrictions would be kept (Northern Territory Licensing Commission 2003). The processes for 

evaluation included constituting a community reference group, however the only proposed direct 

contact with members of the public was through a telephone survey. Members of Tangentyere, led 

by the CEO William Tilmouth, were concerned that this meant that Aboriginal people living in Town 

Camps would have virtually no capacity to participate in the evaluation, a situation they thought 

inadequate, given that much of the concern that led to the trial was based on alcohol abuse being a 

problem that disproportionately affected Aboriginal people. Tangentyere approached the National 

Drug Research Institute (NDRI) to assist them to conduct their own evaluation, given that the formal, 
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government commissioned, evaluation was not going to change its proposed approach (Central 

Australian Rural Practitioners Association 2003). Staff members from Tangentyere were recruited to 

participate in an extensive research process through which the views of Aboriginal people from 

Town Camps, as well as Alice Springs more broadly, would be captured and made available. This 

project, coordinated by NDRI, led to the formation of Tangentyere Council’s Research Hub (TCRH), as 

people within Tangentyere saw the value of research as a strategy for taking the views of Aboriginal 

people seriously in their desire for change that they valued, as well as for an employment 

opportunity that was founded on Aboriginal knowledge making practice (Foster, Williams et al. 

2006). 

The philosophy of the Research Hub was that the research conducted by it should lead to tangible, 

change in the lives of Aboriginal people living in the Town Camps; research was not something done 

to ‘find things out’, rather it should be conducted as part of a process of generating valued change. 

The motto “no survey without service”, attributed to Fred Hollows, and taken up by Health Habitat4 

who have worked ongoingly with Tangentyere since the mid-1980s, informs the work of the Hub, 

seeking to ensure that the people the Hub works with through research see the benefits of that 

research in perceptible change in their lives. Of course, this is not always possible, however the Hub 

is reticent to do work where the possibility of generating change is minimal, reasoning that 

Aboriginal people are over-researched generally, and so should not be burdened by participating in 

research activity which is unlikely to make a difference to them. Interestingly, one of the aspects of 

the Hub’s research practice in which this philosophy of accountability is enacted, is in the process of 

interviewing itself. Rather than being seen simply as a phase of ‘data collection’, interviewing is a site 

of accountable social production, in which a relationship between interviewer and interviewee is 

either established or further built. This focus on the relationship through which research is effected 

is regarded to be as important as the collection of data itself, and is established, not solely for the 

 
4 See https://www.healthabitat.com/ 
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purpose of collecting data, but as an end in itself, and something that would last beyond the 

research, contributing to ongoing social flourishing. Thus, research is seen as a ‘whole of life’ activity, 

not something one does simply as a job, but as something that encompasses all of life’s activity and 

the responsibilities that go with it.  

I began as the Research Coordinator at the TCRH in 2013. My role was to oversee the conduct of 

research within the Hub, which included procuring work, staff management, research design, ethics, 

day to day planning and reporting. In addition to my position, there was one full time staff member, 

one part time staff member and several casual researchers, who could be brought on to conduct 

interviews and assist in other research activities when required. In practical terms, I worked 

cooperatively with the full and part time staff members, both Aboriginal people from the Town 

Camps and both of whom had worked for Tangentyere in various capacities over an extended 

period. I saw these two staff as the experts in the domain of conducting research in their 

communities, and thus saw my role as focused more on the procuring of work, and ensuring that our 

accountability to internal and external stakeholders was met through reporting and information 

dissemination. I took ‘as a given’ that the other staff knew how to conduct accountable research, 

certainly were more informed about what it meant in this context than I was, and thus, while we 

were all responsible for ensuring that we conducted research ethically, we took on different 

elements of this task.  

That this allocation of tasks meant that I engaged in more of the institutional facing work was 

unproblematic, what was more difficult was to work out how I was to ensure that those external 

agencies we worked with understood the way research was conceptualised within the TCRH, what 

this meant for how research needed to be conducted, and what institutional partners could expect 

from working with us. My own awareness of the ways people from the TCRH thought about their 

own research practice was minimal, yet I had a responsibility to ensure that external views did not 

override those of the TCRH staff as we planned and implemented research action. I was fortunate to 
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have had much training which stood me in good stead for this task, yet it was clear to me that I 

much to learn. A story of one particularly significant episode is explored in Chapter 6.   

Ethical considerations 
 

As should be evident when reading this thesis, the events that have become the basis for the stories 

that are at the heart of this dissertation took place before I enrolled to undertake a Doctor of 

Philosophy Degree. As episodes of social life, they were not research episodes, even though they 

were institutionally framed. As such they were not covered by formal, institutional ethics processes 

and nor were they required to be.  They did, however, proceed under the guidelines of the 

institutions for whom I worked, which included in some cases formal policies and procedures. In an 

even more wide-ranging sense, they were undertaken under the general framing of professional 

practice, which encompasses ideals relating to ethics, commitments to competence, integrity and 

altruism, and the promotion of the public good. However, given the importance of ethics in 

contemporary research, and particularly research that relates to Indigenous people, it is appropriate 

that I specifically address why in the body of this thesis there is no specific reference to formal 

institutional ethics processes, as might be expected. Before proceeding with a brief explanation as to 

why this is the case, it is important to note that a range of ethical considerations, relating to how I 

use my participation in, and recollections of, the events that constitute the core of this thesis, are 

elaborated within the thesis itself. 

I have worked with Aboriginal people, and in Aboriginal settings for over three decades. In this time, 

I have participated in a wide range of day-to-day activities, some of which were understood as 

research, but most of which were not. Over that time, I have been ongoingly taught by (in typically 

understated ways) my Aboriginal teachers what is, and what is not appropriate, in each situation, 

always in terms of the practices of the here and now and in relation to the issue at hand. This stance 

on practice admits, and is perhaps even built on, the possibility that one may make mistakes, and 

equally, of the prospect of attending to any mistakes and to learning. In the events depicted in this 
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thesis (and in many others not recounted) there seemed to be an almost irrevocable insistence that 

each and every episode of social action has its own set of rules, drawn from a vast repertoire of what 

it means to act appropriately, which are uniquely constellated in each unfolding moment, and which 

are interpreted collectively within them.  It was through a countless number of grounded episodes 

that my commitment to ethical acting was fostered, and my understanding of its importance 

cultivated. It is these understandings that I take with me into every new situation, whether they be 

understood as ‘research’ and thus come under formal institutional ethics processes, or not.  

So, while the work that I detail in this thesis was not conducted under the auspices of any formal 

Ethics Committee, I feel it necessary to point out that I believe strongly in the importance of formal 

ethics processes. All the professional activities I have conducted that are understood as research 

have been undertaken under the aegis of an Ethics Committee empowered to oversee each project. 

I see these committees as playing a crucial role in the conduct of ethical research, sensitising, as they 

do, researchers to a diverse set of considerations that maximise the possibility that any research 

conducted will be done respectfully and productively. I would, however, note that ethical acting in 

the kinds of contexts described in this thesis requires seeing the ethics clearance and guidance of an 

institution’s Ethics Committee as a starting point, rather than as an exhaustive treatment of what it 

takes to conduct research ethically. I am sure that such a view would also be shared by those Ethics 

Committees who oversee research conducted in Indigenous settings. 
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Interlude: Seeking methodological inspiration in the literature 

 
The chapter which follows this interlude reviews literature used to support my inquiry into four 

episodes of professional practice in which an epistemic feeling of disconcertment arose. Those 

situations are read as presenting themselves as problematic, as occasioning further inquiry. The aim 

is to learn how to work effectively within similar situations through reconceptualising the figure of 

the social worker. When it comes to contemporary literature on (re)conceptualising the figure of the 

knower seen as emergent in the collective action of inquiry however, the ‘cupboard is bare’. Note 

that this is not inquiry into the cognitive processes of the figure of the modern knower.  That is 

exactly what is refused as dysfunctional in this study.  

However, this shift to attempt to look into the conceptualisation of the figure of the knower, 

inspired by Helen Verran’s Science and an African Logic (2001), which uses narrative to glimpse that 

concept as emergent in situ, has been recently picked up by two researchers challenged not by the 

epistemic tensions of working cross-culturally as Verran does, and as I do, but by the challenges of 

more ordinary modern situations. Recently, two authors have used Verran’s work to inquire into the 

figure of the knower in health care delivery in Europe, and in contemporary research situations 

which worry about research ethics.  

Marieke Smolka and Sonja Jerak-Zuiderent have both drawn on Verran’s articulation of 

disconcertment, albeit in slightly different ways, to assist them to ask different kinds of questions 

within their academic work. These authors are interested in how they might approach their subject 

matter in ways that are generative, and which take seriously Verran’s goal of critique that seeks to 

make futures that are different from pasts.  

Two papers by Jerak-Zuiderent are relevant to my work which seeks to resituate the knower as a 

critical component of accounts of the known. ‘Accountability from Somewhere and for Someone’, 

and, ‘Keeping Open by Re-Imagining Laughter and Fear’, both written in 2015, discuss accountability 
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practices in Dutch hospitals. Both attend to how accountability might be usefully critiqued through 

attending to the stories that get told by those implicated in caring practices, and the accounting 

practices that take place in proximity to them.  

In ‘Accountability from Somewhere and for Someone’, Jerak-Zuiderent discusses narrative work 

through which accountable, caring practice is effected in clinical settings (2015). Contrasting a 

technical concern with accountability through practices conceptualised as “from nowhere and for 

everyone” with the nuanced contingent care provided by embodied actors within hospital settings, 

Jerak-Zuiderent contends that the ability to dwell in the interstices, where the way forward is not 

clear, fosters responsive care for particular people (2015 p414). These embodied, responsive and 

social practices, which are more likely than not to remain uncaptured, and thus invisible, form the 

basis of formulating care which is enacted as caring. That such approaches are relational and 

resistant to being encoded in advance, draw attention to the questions “which accounts do or do not 

count, when and how” (Jerak-Zuiderent 2015 p426). The article’s interest is to show that narrative 

work is a way for caring in clinical settings to be accounted for. However, of more interest for my 

thesis is the way that Jerak-Zuiderent pays attention to her own knowledge production process in 

the text. She includes some of her own reflections on the work through which the data for her study 

is produced, which shows some of the contingency that attends the development of the knowns the 

article seeks to produce, and the importance of narrative in constituting them.  

The work on the figure of the author from this text is further developed in the second text, ‘Keeping 

Open by Re-Imagining Laughter and Fear’ (Jerak-Zuiderent 2015). There are two aspects of this 

article that are of direct relevance my work. The first is that it draws on Verran’s use of 

disconcertment as a starting point for inquiry, the second is that it, in part, addresses the inquirer’s 

role in the generation of critique. Throughout the article Jerak-Zuiderent attends to her own feelings 

as she works through her analysis. This strategy allows the reader to see how her analytic strategy 

develops, not as a case of seeing things already there in the ‘data’ she collects, but as an iterative 
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process, in which the way forward is developed by attending to what is going on. In this process, 

collecting data as an embodied temporal activity, the data itself, and the exercise of analysing data, 

all become resources, and from which knowledge is produced. Of note is her realisation, when 

‘analysing some data’, that there was perhaps ‘something’ in her interviews that she had 

overlooked. This insight, produced by attending to her body and noticing her disconcertment, 

allowed a new approach to emerge, bringing forward a new way of interrogating the data, which has 

until that point not been considered.  

Thus, for my purposes this article’s relevance rests on its how its author shows the development of 

the article’s analytic strategy, and the products of this strategy, within itself. This seems possible 

only because Jerak-Zuiderent has taken to paying attention to thinking of disconcertment, inspired 

by Verran, as a sign that there is something else that might be attended to, in terms of nurturing 

new possibilities. Thinking that making the process visible in the text, revealing the contingency of 

the claims made, resonates with the way I approach this thesis: not as a task of representing the 

‘world out there’, but of showing how the world I participate in, and play a role in producing, comes 

about. Also relevant, is that the article’s object of interest is shown to emerge from thinking of 

disconcertment in processual terms, i.e. not as something that happens once and whose meaning is 

easily known, but through attending to the ongoing process, in which what seems most important 

changes, and where even the nature of the object of interest is shown to be resist becoming stable. 

The article shows how an analyst, through attending to their own role in the production of knowns, 

can engage in generative critique, that aimed not as pinning the observed world down as a fixed 

known, but as something constructed and in which that contingent construction might meaningfully 

participate in new practices or ways of understanding.   

More recently, Marieke Smolka has picked up on disconcertment as a way to attend to the research 

work she participates in. In a paper written for the European Association for the Study of Science 

and Technology’s 2018 conference review, Smolka talks about how Verran’s work on disconcertment 

https://easst.net/
https://easst.net/
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came into her mind as she listened to conference talks presented by Bea, Mesman and Su-Yin Hor 

(2018). Smolka was prompted to think about how disconcertment might help her in her work. At 

that point, she could not see a way forward to work with disconcertment, other than noting it as it 

emerged. In part she reasoned that Verran, in Science and an African Logic “merely enacts ethics in 

storytelling by foregrounding what tend to get “excluded, marginalised, forgotten, unconsidered or 

disfigured in the process of normalizing social and political action” (Schillmeier, 2011: 514)” (Smolka 

2018), which thus did not provide guidance as to what one might do in a concrete situation.  

In two later papers, Smolka (with others in one of the papers) expounds on how she has used the 

emergence of disconcertment in her work, evidently having developed a strategy by which it may be 

made useful in research. Both papers are focused on generative critique, another notion drawn from 

Verran’s work, which for Smolka is a way of generating problematisations that engender responsible 

and productive action. She reasons that this is important in situations where people with different 

knowledge traditions work together, because it allows the questioning of seemingly stable objects 

such that they may collaboratively be remade. 

These papers position disconcertment as a key part of generative critique. In the first article 

‘Generative Critique in Interdisciplinary Collaboration’ disconcertment is discussed as a tool through 

which generative critique may be made (Smolka 2020). However, using disconcertment to begin a 

process of generative critique is not the primary focus of the article, rather it is discussed as one 

doorway through which scientific work may be remade to take ‘more’ into account. In turn, it opens 

up a discussion of how knowledge production might be done differently by focusing on the process 

of how ‘knowns’ might be generated in interdisciplinary spaces. While it largely stays on the side of 

the known, it hints at how the knower (who participates in making knowns) is constituted in those 

practices in which they are both generated, without interrogating the mechanics of this process in 

any real depth.  



 42 

A second paper based on similar themes, written by Smolka, Fisher and Hausstein, develops the 

thesis that disconcertment offers an alternative pathway to knowing in complex epistemic 

situations, drawing on the notion that the body is a tool through which a different kind of knowledge 

might be detected (2021). They build a case that social scientists who work with other kinds of 

scientists may be in a position to use their disconcertments to open up techno-scientific knowledge 

making to new questions. They regard developing a capacity to attend to disconcertment as a 

strategy of ‘responsiveness’, and this feels like an appropriate way of conceptualising what they 

discuss. Their efforts to work with their disconcertments, and to effect the kind of scholarship they 

discuss seems promising, but does appear to be built on a notion that disconcertment is 

unproblematically ‘knowable’. The analysis they present does not attend to the question of what is 

required to know the ‘what’ that disconcertment signals within the situation in which it arose; its 

meaning is straightforwardly what they describe it to be. They clearly use a process in which the 

meaning of the disconcertment is developed, however it is not disclosed. This seems to suggest that 

disconcertment arises as ‘information’, whose meaning is unproblematic: its meaning is already 

there for the knower who knows how to know. Further, it suggests that their process, which they 

model on Verran’s, in which an understanding of disconcertment is made through narrative, has not 

been adequately developed. Missing, in this account at least, is the process through which the initial 

disconcertment each author felt was turned into a ‘known’, which then participated in their ongoing 

work. As such, while the paper positions the feeling of disconcertment to be relevant in figuring how 

one might engage usefully in research settings, there is no sustained development of what it means 

in terms of the constitution of the knower in those settings.   

Collectively, these papers point toward the role that disconcertment might play in responsive and 

responsible knowledge work in complex situations. However, there is no real interrogation of the 

work through which the authors develop ‘knowns’ from disconcertment. These works thus begin to 

develop processes that consider the effects of taking disconcertment seriously, in terms of what 

emerges as the known, and are important for the work they do in showing how these knowns then 
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go on to participate in the development of further knowns in their work. However, the focus of 

these papers is not the development of an understanding of the constitution of the knower, and 

thus chart slightly different territory to that which I am interested in, using the epistemic feeling of 

disconcertment as a starting point for inquiry in which the knower is the object of interest.  
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Chapter 2- Literature and Method/s 
 

Synoptic map 
 

This chapter outlines the thesis’ method, its logic of inquiry and its inspirations. It begins by drawing 

on the notion introduced in the first chapter, of ‘head turning’, to articulate how the thesis 

understands the relationship between experience and writing, positioning this as an iterative 

process of meaning making. Through this process a professional identity is distinguished, an identity 

that operates retrospectively to connect the experiences discussed in the thesis.  

The thesis’ method of inquiry is then explicated. Beginning with epistemic disconcertment, the 

process by which embodied feelings experienced in the course of professional work are developed 

into knowledge is then discussed, noting the logic of using epistemic feelings as an alternative 

starting point for knowledge production. The process, in which these bodily feelings are used as the 

starting point, is then discussed, showing that generating a narrative in which the disconcertment is 

‘brought to life’ is an iterative one, with the feeling acting as a ‘seed’ which is developed through 

writing. Recognising these narratives as constructions, rather than representations, is important, 

positioning them as a stage in the interpretive process, and not an end in themselves. The next stage 

in the process is interpretive writing, which extend from the narratives, drawing in the works of 

others, setting up a back and forth process in which writing itself instantiates connections between 

the experience and a world in which that experience makes sense. It is through this process that this 

work recognises itself as an inquiry into inquiry. 

In the final section of the chapter discusses the key authors and thinkers whose concepts have 

guided the development of the thesis. From Steve Woolgar and Bruno Latour’s book Laboratory Life, 

I am sensitised to the importance of the working together of texts in ‘scientific’ knowledge 

production. Paul Ricoeur’s works, in particular the first two volumes of Time and Narrative, provide 

inspiration for taking narrative construction as a world making process seriously. John Dewey’s 
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notions of ‘the unit is the act’ and ‘the situation’ help me to understand and justify taking moments 

of disconcertment seriously as a starting point for inquiry. Kathryn Pyne Addelson’s concern for 

academics to produce morally responsible work orients me to the ways my work might participate in 

wider fields, and that the knowledge I seek to produce is not separate from the worlds which it 

might participate. Helen Verran is the final theorist I discuss, from whom the strategy of using 

disconcertment as a starting point is drawn, and whose works provide an example of building 

knowledge through working with one’s own texts. Lastly, I acknowledge the contribution of a range 

of Aboriginal thinkers, whose impact on my thinking cannot be understated, and whose teaching 

sensitised me to other ways of seeing.  
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To return to the beginning as a way of moving forward, reflecting on my experiences in Beagle Bay 

through writing, alerted me to two critical things that underpin this thesis. The first is the role those 

experiences played in how I approached my work subsequently: writing about those experiences 

enabled me to appreciate their role in developing my professional disposition. As a result of those 

experiences, I saw, and continue to see, in ways that would have been unlikely had those formative 

experiences not occurred. Building my understanding of the context that configured those 

experiences is part of the interpretive process I engage in here. There is no ‘understanding’ (in this 

case of the Beagle Bay context) that can be arrived at without the work that produces it. One of the 

tasks of this thesis is to show the work that produces the understanding, the effects of this work on 

subsequent experience, as well as on how the empirical situations in which this experience is 

experienced are understood. Thus, the second critical (and related) element underpinning this thesis 

is the role of writing in configuring what I (subsequently) take to be the experience experienced. I 

seek to interrogate (through writing) the writing process and its role in generating understanding of 

experience. The work of this thesis is thus to explicate a process through which professional 

knowledge is made and applied. It thus attends to questions of what goes in to the making of this 

knowledge and reflects on the effects of the process. This means that the thesis, even as a whole, is 

necessarily partial; it does not attempt to provide a general account of knowledge making in the 

situations described, and problematises the idea that such an account is possible or useful.  

This interpretive concept, of ‘having my head turned’, introduced earlier, is thus relevant for placing 

Beagle Bay, and my experiences there, in relation to the work in this thesis. This notion of 

relationship, which brings together experiences experienced over a long time period and in different 

locations, means that Beagle Bay is positioned as something which came ‘before’, through which I 

was ‘primed’ as a participant for my subsequent work in Aboriginal Australia. It is important to note 

however, that this ‘head turning’ is not the retrospective attribution of the emergence of an attitude 

at the time, which I then, henceforth, carried with me. Rather it is about how, through narrative 

work, I come to articulate experience, such that the configuring elements of those experiences, are 
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able to take their place in a larger process of unfolding sense making. It is also about tracking how 

this process then folds back into my empirical experiences, playing an active role in configuring 

them, along with the myriad other elements that inhere within them.  

Recognising myself as a disconcerted social worker 
 

Having articulated an introductory concept, through which I seek to situate the work of this thesis in 

relation to previous experience, I now move on to introduce a framing for the thesis, which seeks to 

connect the empirical situations I use as the basis for the explication I undertake. This framing, it is 

important to note, is not strictly what I have ‘done’ in any of the specific work settings I discuss. 

While I occupy different roles in each of the situations, the work I do within them is united in being 

able to be understood (in a professional sense) as Social Work. That I am choosing to identify myself 

as a Social Worker, rather than as a Lecturer, or Research Coordinator (two of the titles for jobs I 

discuss in the thesis) is important, as it is through this retrospective framing of my ‘employment 

identity’ that the work I do in this thesis makes sense; through it I am able to discuss my method in 

relation to my work as a professional, and to name the knowledge that emerges as (a version of) 

professional knowledge.   

So, how do I defend calling myself a Social Worker, given I was not trained as one and am, by my 

own admission, giving myself this title after the fact? The Australian Association of Social Workers 

(AASW) is the professional representative body of Social Workers in Australia, and has more than 

13,000 members (Australian Association of Social Workers 2021). It uses the following definition 

(jointly endorsed by the International Federation of Social Workers (IFSW) and International 

Association of School of Social Work (IASSW)):  

 

Social work is a practice-based profession and an academic discipline that promotes social 

change and development, social cohesion, and the empowerment and liberation of people. 

Principles of social justice, human rights, collective responsibility and respect for diversities 
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are central to social work. Underpinned by theories of social work, social sciences, 

humanities and indigenous knowledge, social work engages people and structures to 

address life challenges and enhance wellbeing (Australian Association of Social Workers 

2021). 

Noting that as a profession Social Work encompasses many roles, ranging from casework, 

counselling and advocacy through to policy development, education and research, the AASW’s key 

philosophical foundation is that Social Work is undertaken with a commitment to human rights and 

social justice (Australian Association of Social Workers 2021).  

With this definition and philosophy in mind, much of the work I have done over the last 30 years 

(though in particular the last 20), and which provides the empirical material for this thesis, can be 

understood as Social Work. It has undoubtedly been based on “engaging people and structures to 

address life challenges and enhance wellbeing…in the context of their physical, social and cultural 

environments, their past and current experiences, and their cultural and belief systems” (Australian 

Association of Social Workers 2021). While the work I have done might be defined through 

organisational structures, formally known as ‘land management training’, or ‘research’, or 

‘community engagement’, or ‘enterprise development’, a theme that unites them is the 

commitment to working with Aboriginal people, using the tools and knowledge provided by the 

organisation as adjuncts in the work, directed and driven by Aboriginal people themselves. That this 

means that the priorities of the organisation for whom I work, and the accountability structures to 

which they/we subscribe, do not always determine what should go on, also reveals that the work 

that I have done operates on contested ground (ground that I participate in constructing). Part of the 

task of this thesis is explicitly working through the question of what it means to work and act 

responsibly on this contested ground.   

In making the claim to be a ‘Social Worker in Aboriginal Australia’, I need to make explicit that I 

understand this figure to embed a multiplicity. The work I have done, and do in this thesis, is 
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configured within certain institutional arrangements, one example being a university, and these 

framings allow me to feel justified in making my ‘Social Worker’ claim. At the same time, the 

significance that I assert attaches to this work requires that the professional episodes explicated in 

this thesis be understood as undertaken by a ‘social worker’, a designation which I consider to 

encompass additional/ alternative conceptualisations including those of a ‘worker of the social’ 

and/or a ‘societies worker’. This adjustment entails a slight shift of emphasis and no meaningful 

disfiguration of the key attributes commonly connecting with the role of a social worker. I work with 

and amidst differing configurations of the social within Indigenous and other institutions and forms 

of life. It is the explicit acknowledgement of myself as a located and particular actor that 

recommends epistemic disconcertment as a tool for this work, heralding a rupture in the otherwise 

taken for granted unfolding of social action. Taking disconcertment as an opportunity also highlights 

that there is an implicit performative element to my activities. I am not just looking backwards and 

responding within situations in which I find myself, constrained through being configured, but 

simultaneously (with some discretion) performing relations forward, participating both in the here 

and now and in what might yet become. Thus, making a claim to be a Social Worker entails an 

acknowledgement that the relations enacted under its banner may more or less vehemently enact 

social and institutional norms, acknowledging that those norms emanate from multiple social 

institutions, while at the same time, recognising that the generation of the social entails creativity; 

we always have some measure of freedom in how we generate the social spaces we occupy (Pyne 

Addelson 1994). 

Method/s of inquiry 
 

In this section I will highlight the central elements of my method of inquiry, through which I explore 

my experiences and build the case for developing the understanding I have just introduced. I present 

the central elements here to enable the reader to orient themselves to how this thesis is grounded, 
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and, provide further elucidation of my method of inquiry’s logic and intellectual inspiration in the 

second half of the chapter.  

The starting point of my method of inquiry is the identification of a feeling of disconcertment, or to 

state it more accurately, the epistemic feeling of disconcertment, arising in the course of 

professional engagement (in various roles) with Aboriginal people in northern Australia. I note here 

that this specification of a feeling that arises in professional engagement with Aboriginal people is of 

central importance for this thesis. This is a distinctive context in which institutions, formed through 

Western framings of accountability, meet with groups of people who understand themselves 

differently, and who have, due to their connection with their ancestors and the land, a different 

orientation and understanding of the shared engagements they are participants in. Recognising this 

as a distinctive context has a political dimension, which in turn, generates the ground from which 

epistemic disconcertment arises. This feature of the engagements I detail will be further discussed in 

the chapters themselves, as the nature of the political aspect in each example is different.   

An epistemic feeling that arises does not necessarily need to be identified as such at the time, but 

the awareness of the emergence of the feeling must; if there is no feeling which can be identified, 

then the work might proceed from the examination of any particular event within experience covers 

different ground to that which I am interested in. For this reason, it is important to understand how 

epistemic feelings differ from other feelings, and what exactly experiencing them signals in general 

terms. However, it must be noted that each experience of an epistemic feeling can be understood 

only in terms of the context in which it arises; its meaning can only be apprehended through the 

work that develops it in relation to its emergence in specific, and not general, terms. Epistemic 

feelings are those which concern the subjects own mental capacities and processes (Michaelian and 

Arango-Muñoz 2014). These feelings often have a faint and fleeting character, suggestive of James’ 

notion of something that takes place at the fringe of consciousness:  a feeling that might be 

understood as “the influence of a faint brain-process upon our thought, as it makes it aware of 
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relations and objects but dimly perceived” (James 1890 p258). Epistemic feelings should be 

understood as having an evaluative character; they reveal a subject’s relation to their own mental 

goals, which may or may not be conscious (Mangan 2001).  

Epistemic feelings are significant for my thesis because of their potential role in the development of 

knowledge about complex social/ institutional interactions. Feelings, arising in the body, provide the 

person experiencing them information that might be impossible to gain through other epistemic 

means (Dokic 2012). They should thus be considered as offering  an alternative starting point for 

knowledge production, one that does not begin with one of the characteristic starting points of 

epistemological inquiry: perception, reason, memory, and testimony (Audi 2010). Identifying an 

epistemic feeling, it is important to note, is only a starting point. In itself, the feeling might be 

likened to ‘seed’, that, with appropriate work may be ‘grown’ (through other strategies) into 

knowledge if they are “exploited by the subject as more or less reliable symptoms of the 

instantiation of mental states or conditions” (Dokic 2012 p309). This thesis concerns the process 

through which the epistemic feeling of disconcertment is ‘exploited’, and the results of this 

knowledge production process are considered, both for the ‘me’, as the one who experienced the 

precipitating feelings, and for the contexts in which this knowledge circulates, through response, 

application and reapplication. That an ongoing cycle emerges, in which each incident of 

disconcertment comes to be understood as taking place within a larger sphere of action, will be 

considered for the implications the method of knowledge production I explicate has on the contexts 

from which they emanate.  

That I am focused on the epistemic feeling of disconcertment, rather than any of the other epistemic 

feelings that might arise in the course of this work, is important. The epistemic feeling of 

disconcertment works as a sign that something has arisen in the course of experience, in which what 

was ‘expected’ to happen, does not happen. The feeling thus reveals that there was both a sense of 

how things ‘should’ unfold (without knowing exactly what it is that ‘should’ happen) along with the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perception
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reason
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Memory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Testimony#Philosophy
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revelation that that expectation was unwarranted. That the feeling is suggestive of a ‘character of 

experience’, in which what is ‘felt’ cannot be defined (at least not clearly), accords with James’ 

observation mentioned earlier: the articulation of something at the fringe of consciousness that 

pertains to “…relations and objects, but dimly perceived” (James 1890 p258). It is this interplay of 

relations and objects, things not yet set, which emerges from disconcertment; a process of clotting 

in which the process to become what they might ‘be’ begins. But why focus on disconcertment 

specifically? The reasons disconcertment as an epistemic feeling has salience in this context, and 

thus promise in terms of the knowledge that might be developed from it, relates directly to the 

epistemological uncertainty inherent in the situations themselves. The contexts in which the 

disconcertments I explicate emerge involve actors with differing epistemic practices. Each of them 

concerns a situation in which, while there is shared activity, there is no explicitly articulated 

understanding of what these activities mean or are directed toward. That they involve actors whose 

roles are also imprecisely formulated is important, for it is through the activity that an ‘on-ground’ 

understanding of any role is developed. That the roles resist clear definition is symptomatic of the 

social and institutional space in which they operate. Any work to clarify them will never occur in one 

attempt, may never occur completely, and even after long periods of time will rarely be directly 

enunciated, in either written or spoken form. This lack of explicit articulation is characteristic of the 

context, and thus needs to be considered as a feature of it, rather than as an oversight on behalf of 

the actors who could address any issues that arise through promises to ‘try to be clearer’ about their 

‘aims and strategies’ in the complex interactions in which the roles are significant.  

The second stage of my method of inquiry is the development of an ethnographic story in which the 

disconcerting moment is the focus. It is through writing that the experience is rendered on paper, 

with the goal of producing ethnographic data which can be ‘read’. As such, what is written ought not 

be thought of as a representation; it should be apprehended as a knowingly composed construction 

which takes “the tangled whole of experience and pulls on just one thread” (Verran 2021). This ‘one 

thread’ starts with the disconcerting moment, a pivot around which things oscillate, with the writing 
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generating relationships between elements to create a story which helps to illuminate the nature of 

the disconcertment. Thus, assembling a story is the next critical step of a method of inquiry which 

seeks to work with those elements of experience which we explicitly recognise that we are not able 

to know ‘immediately’ (to contrast them with those we assume to be able to know immediately, 

even though it is not the case). Part of the challenge that I set myself is to compose stories which 

leaves the interpretive space open, meaning that the story should be able to be read in multiple 

ways, a stance I take to acknowledge that my narration of the situation is just one possible reading 

among many.  

This thesis is built outwards from specific examples of disconcertment experienced during four 

episodes of ‘social work’ I participated in, encompassing a range of professional engagements in 

northern Australia. Those episodes need to be understood themselves as instances of collective 

inquiry; on ground situations in which people sought to work together to achieve outcomes of value 

to them, undertaken in circumstances where negotiation over what those outcomes were may not 

have been explicitly undertaken. The stories are the first step of the interpretive journey in which 

the ‘seeds’ of epistemic disconcertment are worked with in a knowledge production process. That 

these stories are themselves a product, in which objects and their knowers are not given in advance, 

is important, as it is the situation, of which writing the story is one aspect, which generates the 

(tentative) meanings, not ontologically given things interacting with each other which would be the 

case were the stories understood as representations. Orienting oneself to writing as something 

generative of meaning, rather than representation of already existing meaning, is important, as it 

reshapes the way experience itself is understood, and the role of language in constructing it.  

The next step of my method of inquiry is interpretive writing, which is exegetic in character, in which 

I explore the story, seeking to take what is in the story and develop it further. My main strategies for 

this exploration are reflection, in which other thoughts and experiences which are relevant are 

drawn upon, and juxtaposition, in which I use the work of others to consider what the story might be 
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telling me. Each situation, and the challenges arising for my work within them, are ineluctably 

different, which means that while I have interpretive strategies, I do not have a ‘recipe’ for how my 

inquiry might proceed. This fact of difference, sitting right at the heart of the precipitating 

(disconcerting) moment, means that the situation itself guides how I ought to proceed. Each 

situation, and the specific disconcertment arising within it, is unique, and thus the way I proceed in 

each case is different. This thesis, then, is an explication of a method of inquiry that itself has been 

developed through an iterative process, centred on disconcertment, in which the method itself is an 

unfolding phenomenon. Chapters 3,4,5 and 6 of this thesis are self-contained interpretive works in 

which four moments of disconcertment are worked with in ways determined by the interpretive 

process itself. However, the fact of their being self-contained does not mean they are not related. 

Each of the episodes and interpretive work are connected both internally and with each other; the 

things I have learned both ‘in the field’ and ‘in the text’ inform each interpretive episode as well as 

my embodied actions in subsequent events. This forms an ongoing iterative cycle of experience, 

where what is relevant is determined by the process of inquiry itself. 

Some of the material I use in this thesis was developed prior to beginning it, written in the course of 

my professional work to try to work through some of the disconcertments that arose within it. This 

material is in the form of both stories and the accompanying analysis I developed in interrogating 

those stories. This demonstrates that the method of inquiry I am seeking to explicate is larger than 

the thesis itself, pre-existing it, and something that will continue to develop after its conclusion. It 

includes, develops and interrogates a method of inquiry understood as an unfolding phenomenon, in 

which experience is the source of learning. 

To sum up: I am now systematically inquiring into those past episodes of on the ground inquiry and 

the situated scholarly inquiry that came from them, some published in academic papers. This is an 

exercise of juxtaposition, where I place those inquiries together and perform another iteration of the 

inquiry process. This rendering casts this thesis as an iterative inquiry into inquiry. This approach, of 
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generating an ongoing cycle of inquiry, is necessary because it enables the unique episodes, each of 

which emerged and was worked through in its own way, to be gathered together so that differences 

and similarities might be discussed, and insights generated, which in turn might participate as new 

‘knowns’ for future work. This approach echoes the work of Cathy Bow in her PhD thesis, where she 

discusses a similar process to the one I undertake here, of successive rounds of inquiry emanating 

from practical work on the ground with Aboriginal people, culminating in the production of a thesis 

which examines and comments on the process as a whole (Bow 2020). 

Key authors, literature and inspiration 
 

Before proceeding with the chapters detailing the disconcerting moments, I will provide some of the 

theoretical inspiration for this thesis, recognising the contribution of others in setting me on the 

path to these inquiries and this thesis. My understanding of social action as collective, with meaning 

developed and applied within practical action, is something I have learned from colleagues, and they 

have in turn led me to authors who have in turn helped me to develop my intellectual outlook. In the 

following section I will detail five of these authors and key elements of their work, acknowledging 

that their work has shaped mine, and thus this thesis, in critically important ways, as well as 

recognising one group of thinkers without whom this thesis could not have been written.  

 

Bruno Latour 

 

Bruno Latour has produced a large and diverse set of texts over his career, some of which I will 

reference in this thesis. However, for the purposes of this chapter there is one of his texts which is 

relevant for the framing of this thesis, the book Laboratory Life, cowritten with Steve Woolgar 

(1979). It was written during and after a placement Latour undertook at the start of his professional 

career at the Salk Laboratory in California, in which he participated in the workings of the laboratory 

in a role he named ‘observer’. Trained a sociologist who had recently completed his PhD primarily 

looking at the work of Rudolf Bultmann (see also Introduction), Latour’s self-set task was to embed 
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himself in a laboratory situation and to ‘make sense’ of what took place there, taking the position of 

an anthropologist. ‘Laboratory Life’ details the journey, providing an analysis of how knowledge is 

made in the laboratory. It also discusses how this constructed knowledge must be understood as 

part of a wider network of which it is a part (and which it also participates in producing), and from 

which it cannot be separated. In it, insights into the process of scientific knowledge making are 

produced, which are in turn considered through the lens of the production of the account which 

houses them. This reflexive aspect of the work is not dwelt upon at length in the book, but it does 

signal Latour’s interest in examining how knowledge is produced, and the need for it to be 

accounted for using the same principles as those entailed in scientific knowledge production. That 

key parts of the process of scientific knowledge making end up ‘hidden’, and that this hiding is key to 

its efficacy, is of key interest to me in the work of this thesis. Is it possible to produce knowledge that 

both says something of the things it wishes to speak about at the same time as displaying its own 

production process, without undermining itself? If so, what kind of knowledge is produced, and what 

is its value in a knowledge economy in which the hiding of the production process seems to be a key 

aspect of its power? 

One of Latour’s key observations of the knowledge making process in a scientific context is that the 

use of texts is critical, even where it appears that they are not. Texts are constructed throughout the 

process, initially they may be used to encode observations, and over time a chain is produced; each 

text the basis of the production of further texts, which in turn are the basis of further texts. This 

process is essentially never ending, and at the same time absolutely non-linear. It may be possible to 

work back from any particular text to identify (some of those) which were critical to its production, 

but there is no way of telling what text might be useful in the production of a further text; anything 

and everything may be drawn upon to inform the production of any particular text. The observation 

of the critical roles texts play in the production of other texts leads the authors to note (in a footnote 

for the final chapter): the “basic prototype of scientific activity is not to be found in the realm of 

mathematics of logic, but, as Nietzsche (1974) and Spinoza (1667) frequently pointed out, in the 
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work of exegesis. Exegesis and hermeneutics are the tools around which the idea of scientific 

production has historically been forged” (Latour and Woolgar 1979 p220). 

Thinking of scientific knowledge making using a lens that focuses on networks of texts, based on a 

framework of exegesis and hermeneutics, reintroduces the author as a key to the process of 

knowledge making, but without making them central. As already discussed, Latour and Woolgar 

observed that a key part of the process of generating ‘authoritative’ texts was hiding the work of the 

author. In work that is explicitly exegesis, or is hermeneutic in character, the author’s role is 

acknowledged; there is a recognition that such work requires an interpretive actor for production. It 

is this aspect of Laboratory Life that I am most interested in in terms of the work of this thesis, even 

if it does not occupy significant space in that book. However, I am interested in taking it one step 

further, in being the author producing the initial texts and then examining the production of those 

texts in subsequent texts, culminating in the production of this thesis. That this work inhabits a grey 

space, in which exegesis meets eisegesis meets hermeneutics, is unavoidable: I make no claims to 

producing ‘objective’ knowledge. However, it is the showing of the iterative process of the 

production of the texts, and the role those texts play in non-textual activity spaces, which in turn 

leads to the production of more texts, that I am interested in, for the insights that might be 

generated for someone who is engaged in situations where diverse epistemic practices are at work. 

Two key questions I am interested in asking are: what kind of knowledge is produced from such a 

process? And, what does this knowledge ‘do’? In asking these questions I acknowledge that I may be 

able to generate tentative answers at best, however the value of this work lies less in answers, than 

in exploring the process through which experience might be used as the basis of professional 

learning.  

 

Paul Ricoeur 
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Building on the importance of texts and their interpretation in the iterative process of knowledge 

making, I now move to discussing some of the work of Paul Ricoeur. As this thesis starts with a story, 

and it is a form I use over and over in this thesis to explore disconcertment, it seems appropriate to 

explore narrative construction, something for which Ricoeur is noted. The book Oneself as Another 

was my first experience with Paul Ricoeur, and from this was led to Time and Narrative, a three part 

work which would (surely) provide me with valuable insight around narrative. Being familiar with 

Ricoeur’s style, I did not think I would find a neat explanation of the relationship between time and 

narrative in a strict sense, however my main take away was a realisation that it is ‘all’ interpretation: 

we are all inside the hermeneutic circle and cannot claim a vantage point that allows us to see things 

as they ‘really’ are. Narrative is the way we make sense of the world. As such, we ought to stop 

looking for, or wanting to generate, explanations, and start to instead look for interpretations that 

‘hold’. It is an iterative process of making meaning, in order to use the meanings made in making 

further meaning. Ricoeur showed me that the work of others is something to be worked with, to 

make meaning which is useful in action. His process, which is to draw on diverse sources to explore 

concepts of interest, does not claim to provide exhaustive explanations of those concepts, rather 

plausible readings that serve to further the exploration process. The goal of this exploration seems 

to be understanding, and an ability to take it (whatever it might be) into the next meaning making 

episode, rather than to make a strong knowledge claim. That this is the meaning I take, broadly from 

Time and Narrative, is a demonstration of how a reader uses other’s texts in an ongoing meaning 

making process.  

Ricoeur’s primary interest is human experience, and the ways we make sense of our experiences. 

This is of interest to me because one way of understanding the work of this thesis is to think of it in 

temporal terms. This thesis, which examines a small subset of disconcerting experiences which 

occurred across my professional career, can be understood at the outset as temporally connected. 

Taking stories as a starting point to make sense of disconcerting experiences, Ricoeur’s work has 

helped me to understand both the creative work that attends the construction of narratives, at the 
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same time as providing a model of hermeneutic work that actively incorporates the contribution of 

other authors through iterative, if tentative, forays into meaning making through interpretation. 

Other things I take from Ricoeur are the role of narrative in making meaning, particularly through his 

articulation of ‘narrative time’, which seeks to articulate a sense of time that sits in contrast to, but 

also seeks to unify, the more common time senses, ‘cosmological’ and phenomenological’ time. This 

sensitised me to understand that meaning, generated in hermeneutic processes, is not something 

that is developed linearly; past, present and future are worked with in narrative time, allowing us to 

generate an understanding of our actions as meaningful. Because we are always in the hermeneutic 

circle, narrative sense making processes confound the idea that time is linear. We are always 

interpreting the world around us, drawing and connecting actions and ideas that may seemingly be 

disparate or separate, including things that may have happened ‘long ago’, even outside our own life 

times. Writing itself may aim towards temporal unity through the creative rendering of diverse 

elements, something which may be said to be achieved if the resulting work ‘works’ as a whole. That 

is, the action, which is depicted in the writing (recognised as synthetic), is plausible, generating a 

world that is both meaningful in the way it draws together its elements, but also leads the reader to 

consider that meaning in terms of their own participation in the world. Thus, writing is active and 

creative, generating meaning through the juxtaposition of elements, and thus needs to be 

understood as not re-presentative (i.e. is not merely reflecting meanings that already exist). The 

creativity that attends writing has as its counterpart the creativity that attends reading. The act of 

reading also creates possibilities for seeing the world in new ways, and is the denouement of the 

writing process.   

The aporias time engenders in the ways we make sense of experience are of key interest to Ricoeur, 

providing the ground from which his interpretive journey begins. While Ricoeur’s interest in time 

grounds Time and Narrative, my interest in this aspect of his work is more prosaic, built on the 

caution I take from Fabian’s work ‘Time and the Other’: that I not instantiate a ‘time’ in my writing 
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which denies the coevalness of those who are the co-participants in my disconcerting experiences 

(Fabian 2014). Fabian’s caution is that the ethnographer at the point of writing, can easily lapse from 

presenting their experiences, drawn from intersubjective encounters, into experiences whose 

interlocutors become ‘others’ who exist in other times. How might I, through my ethnographic 

writing, ensure that the people I engage with, in the actions that are my professional work, are not 

consigned to some other time, removed from the coevalness that undoubtedly exists? Ricoeur’s 

hermeneutic approach provides a template through which I attempt to ensure that my writing 

approach is understood as interpretive, and not seen as something referring to a world ‘out there’ 

that I observe without participating in. 

Lastly, what I take from Ricoeur is that the goal of hermeneutics, of the systematic work of 

interpretation, is understanding, which in turn leads to the possibility of ethical action. Ricoeur’s 

work shows that interpretation always entails ethics; what we do when we engage in narrative 

activity is meaningful in part because it makes our worlds ones in which things matter. Meaning is 

generated in how we do the work of connection, work we do with others in social interaction, as 

well as work we do when we write. That this meaning is generated in the making of narrative 

suggests a circularity, one which this thesis is built upon. However, rather than this being something 

that ought to be avoided, it must embraced; as an interpretive work it necessarily entails circularity, 

which as Ricoeur says “such is the case, after all, in every hermeneutical assertion” (1984 p3). 

 

John Dewey 

 

The third significant author whose work informs this thesis is John Dewey, one of the key figures in 

the development and growth of the philosophic tradition known as American pragmatism. One of 

his early papers, ‘the Reflex Arc Concept in Psychology’ written in 1896, elucidates a view of social 

action that carries through all his subsequent work, which in turn underlies his conception of how 

that action might be analysed (Dewey 1896). The Reflex Arc paper addresses the view, which was 
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coming to take hold in psychology, that individual components of behaviour could be extracted and 

analysed in isolation from other components of the action. Dewey’s view was that such a view, in 

which the notions of stimulus and response were prominent, owing to a focus on physiology, was 

blind to the larger context in which Reflex Arc experiments took place. His analysis focused on how 

many aspects of the experience, which the experiments were in ‘theory’ centred upon, were 

subsequently excised at the stage of explaining the observed behaviour. His general point, that the 

understanding of behaviour developed in these analyses were grossly insufficient, led him to 

articulate a different frame to think about and analyse action. This framing would much later come 

to be articulated explicitly in terms of ‘the situation’, a term which denotes action in which inquiry is 

a key element (Dewey 1999 [1938]). This articulation positions inquiry as a constituent of a 

‘situation’, where inquirers, along with other elements, are understood as participants, whose 

nature is produced within them.  

Dewey’s work in establishing and articulating a view of social analysis (inquiry) which centres on the 

‘act’ as the key unit, informs this thesis. This thesis seeks to take this view of inquiry (as something 

called for in ‘indeterminate situations’, where uncertainty arises in the course of day to day events) 

and uses it to advance in two directions. Firstly, to work in a structured way through those 

precipitating actions (indeterminate actions) via my chosen method- ethnographic narratives- to 

seek to resolve the indeterminacy that characterised them. And second to inquire into this process; 

to conduct an inquiry into inquiry such that the method itself may be interrogated.  

This inquiry, and the inquiry into inquiry, proceeds on the basis that there are no ultimate answers, 

in the sense of those that will hold for all times and possibilities. Rather, it proceeds on the basis 

articulated in ‘The Quest for Certainty’, in which Dewey outlines a participant (as opposed to a 

spectator) theory of knowledge, where inquiry is bound up with effecting change in the world 

(1929). Inquiry is not passive, and the methods of inquiry are not ‘instruments’ through which what 

was already there, is revealed. Rather things, such as people, ideas, objects and concepts, to name a 
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few, emerge as what they ‘are’ through inquiry; inquiry itself participates in the constitution of the 

known (Dewey 1929). Knowledge in this conception is that which enables the participants to go on in 

new situations armed with new capacities which inform and underpin their participation; an ongoing 

process of unfolding action, located firmly in the world. 

 

Kathryn Pyne Addelson 

 

The fourth theorist whose work informs mine in significant ways is Kathryn Pyne Addelson. In many 

of her writings she characterises herself as a ‘symbolic interactionist’, drawing attention to her 

identification with the school of thought that, while first named by Hubert Blumer, has its roots in 

the work of George Herbert Mead, John Dewey and Robert Park, themselves part of the broader 

Chicago School of Sociology. Pyne Addelson is thus broadly aligned with the North American 

philosophy commonly known as pragmatism (see previous section on John Dewey). Pragmatism as a 

philosophy rejects the quest for fundamental, foundational truths, approaching human meaning 

making from concrete experience and language, in which truths are enacted collectively.  

A key text for me is the book Moral Passages, where Pyne Addelson uses the example of procreation 

(broadly understood) to examine the process of how moral problems are made (and remade and 

remade) in what she calls ‘collective action’ (1994). She explores the philosophical and practical 

implications of understanding processes of the articulation and reconstruction of moral and ethical 

issues as social phenomena, which are collectively enacted in concrete action. This philosophical 

position, built on a sociological foundation, allows her to critique the dominant knowledge making 

tradition, which she (and many others) call the ‘enlightenment perspective’, which entails a “dualist, 

materialist, individualist, causal framework” (Pyne Addelson 1994 p2). She contends that this 

perspective underpins much of the moral philosophy she believes to unsatisfactorily apprehend how 

moral change actually comes about. Yet, she is interested in more than simply providing a critique of 

that philosophical standpoint; her aim is to develop a moral philosophy that is empirically sound and 
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useful for understanding how moral understandings change, as well as how to do work that attends 

to such questions in a responsible manner. She thus has a set of nested aims in the book: to 

undertake work that seeks to understand how knowledge and truth are produced, while articulating 

(making visible) her process for doing it, while also attending to questions of what it means to make 

knowledge responsibly. That this process necessarily entails its own processes of veiling even as she 

seeks to unveil, is something that she is up-front about. 

Thus, one of her key concerns, which is of interest to me, is to explicate what constitutes morally 

responsible work in socially sanctioned knowledge production centres, and specifically the academy. 

She seeks to develop her account as participant in the process, and as a member of the institutions 

that it takes place within. This consideration leads her to articulate a central figure of enlightenment 

academia, the judging observer, the academic figure who is somehow able to develop accounts of 

worldly activity without being ‘in’ that activity in any way. Explicating the ‘judging observer’ figure is 

critical in her account, as it enables her to put at the forefront the fact that it is her position within a 

wider configuring field, which includes institutions, that enables her to think and write and be 

published. This leads to another observation, that another key aspect of ‘enlightenment’ knowledge 

making is that the agency of institutions in knowledge making is omitted, essentially rendered 

invisible through the way accounts are developed, leaving individuals as the (sole) agents of 

knowledge production. This obviously works hand in hand to first generate, and then raise, the 

figure of the judging observer to its central position, which in turn strengthens it, so that individuals 

are held to be the primary agents of knowledge production and morality. 

Moral Passages works to counter this view of individuals as primarily agential, developing an analysis 

of life as collective action, which includes other configuring agents in accounting for social action and 

social change. This allows Pyne Addelson to see individuals, including herself, as outcomes of 

collective action rather than as the drivers of it (in the sense of being the authors of ‘what happens’ 

in the world). This analysis rests on using an ontology in which action is central, the units of analysis 
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being acts, with the ‘components’, such as individuals, institutions, groups, norms and rules, being 

the outcomes, rather than the progenitors of action. This strongly echoes the work of John Dewey. 

Pyne Addelson accounts for the meanings generated in action, in which individuals think of 

themselves as primarily agential, through the notion of ‘moral passages’, in which the creativity of 

what she calls ‘doers and judges,’ are able to be appropriately accounted for. Moral passages are 

extended collective acts in “which people interpret each other’s meanings and interpret the past in 

the process of creating their present institutions. These are passages in which people create their 

answers to how we should live” (Pyne Addelson 1994 p23). 

Pyne Addelson’s moral theory, in which collective action is centred, is useful for me for the purposes 

of this thesis through her insistence on accounting for the writer as a particular kind of participant in 

all aspects of the work that constitutes it. Commonly, the ethnographic narratives which I use as a 

starting point might be understood as descriptions, which I would then examine as ‘data’ through 

adopting a professional author position. However, following Pyne Addelson, to do this would be to 

lapse into the judging observer position at the point of writing, which requires seeing writing as 

some kind of reporting process, rather than as yet more action. Seeing the writing as action, which in 

turn requires recognising it as also configured, positions this thesis as an outcome of collective 

action in which I participate. She uses the notion of ‘double participation’, which she draws from the 

work of Prudence Rains, to work through the implications of recognising the responsibilities of the 

writer who participates in both the ‘field’ and the ‘academy’. Because the writer engages in field 

situations as a professional, means that their participation may have significant moral and political 

implications. In order to understand these implications, the writer/actor must be ‘sensitised’, a 

sensitivity which is itself forged in action. Thus, the last element which I take from Moral Passages is 

to ask: what is the nature and role of the knowledge that is being produced in the process of my 

research? Pyne Addelson, reflecting on what knowledge is understood to be, understands it as 

something that people “have and act upon”; not something found in books or theories but is 

“embodied in sensitized people” (Pyne Addelson 1994 p170). This thesis thus attempts to explicate 
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one extended example of an ongoing sensitisation process, and an attempt to account for its effects, 

both in terms of acting and writing, understood as processes which cannot be disconnected from 

each other. 

Helen Verran 

 

Perhaps the most important theorist in terms of informing this thesis is Helen Verran, whose book, 

Science and an African Logic spells out, and works through, two of the core conceptual elements 

that underpin my work (2001). Firstly, she introduces disconcertment, an epistemic feeling, as the 

entry point to analyse her work in the classrooms of Nigeria where she was a teacher educator in the 

1980s. Choosing disconcertment as the basis for her exploration, she uses stories as her method to 

open up those “fleeting experiences, ephemeral and embodied” for consideration (Verran 2001 p5). 

Her rationale for attending to disconcertment is the possibilities she sees it holding for her work, 

which she acknowledges to be conditioned by a colonising past, so that “possibilities for new 

futures” might be generated within it (Verran 2001 p5). Thus, her work places ethics at the centre 

right from the beginning.  

Science and African Logic is an example of extended iterative analysis, in which Verran works with 

her own writing to explore possibilities within it that were not evident to her when first produced. 

This strategy, of using one’s own writings as the basis for further exploration, recognises the 

contingency of one’s knowledge claims, which resonates with Dewey’s conception of knowledge, 

providing a framework for this thesis. Stories, in which the epistemic feeling of disconcertment is 

explored, form the launching pad for an interpretive journey, which does not aim to provide 

definitive answers (and indeed recognises such a thing as unattainable), rather, the ongoing 

production of (in this case written) artefacts which evidence the meaning making process, at the 

same time as providing (potential) fuel for future work. Seen in this way, stories and the interpretive 

work that accompany them are not ventures in which definitive explanation is the goal, instead they 
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are contributions to the ongoing process of trying to work well, responsibly, accountably and 

ethically, in the world. 

Verran’s work consistently takes embodied experience as a starting point, which sets her apart from 

the other theorists I have covered in this section. In taking embodied experience to be significant for 

knowledge making, she follows the way of Dewey, however, she is not content to discuss experience 

in a ‘theoretical’ sense only. Rather ‘experience’ is what needs to be interrogated (heading toward, 

but not necessarily achieving, explanation), if it is to provide meaning for future engagements in the 

world. That this can be done through writing is important, as this allows her to discuss writing as 

constitutive of what is taken to be experience (Verran 2021). Much of her work, including and 

following Science and an African Logic, focuses on objects of knowledge; objects that ‘organise’ 

people of different knowledge traditions as they do their work (Verran 2001, Verran 2009, Verran 

2010). That most of Verran’s embodied work occurs in situations where people of different 

knowledge traditions find themselves working together, is critical, enabling attention to be focused 

on those things that may otherwise be taken to be established as already known, including numbers, 

fire, plants and water. These interactions, which would by most be named inter-cultural, are 

characterised by the presence of a lack of pre-existing agreement about what things ‘are’. This 

feature of Verran’s work is part of the reason why her work is so important for mine, working as I 

have for many years in similar situations in northern Australia. 

But it is her strategy of working outwards from disconcertment toward tentative knowing that is 

most significant for me. Starting with writing, recognising it as action which is constitutive of 

experience (rather than a representation of experience), the knower is repositioned and recast a 

critical epistemic agent in these intercultural situations (Winthereik and Verran 2012, Christie and 

Verran 2013, Verran and Christie 2013, Verran 2018). Thus, I take from Verran inspiration, to seek to 

know myself as a knower, constituted and configured within situations in which agreement over 

what ‘is’ may not have been established. This, in turn, and again following Verran, focuses my 
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attention on the moral relations enacted within those situations, understood as episodes of 

experience concerned with epistemics (Verran 2015, Verran 2018). That such a stance in turn 

positions a focus on epistemic disconcertment as critical strategy for ethical action in embodied 

situations is no accident.  

Australian Aboriginal thinkers 

 

There is one final group of thinkers who have greatly influenced the way I understand my work and 

have provided me with guidance and inspiration as I undertake this thesis, yet whose work I cannot 

easily reference, given little, if any, of their thinking is written down. They are those Australian 

Aboriginal thinkers I have worked with through a range of my professional engagements beginning 

in Beagle Bay in 1991. It is difficult to do justice to the profound effect that this group of thinkers has 

had on the way I approach my work, partly because the way that they ‘encouraged’ me to see things 

was rarely overt, and partly because of the ramifying effects of those lessons, in which what I had 

been taught to ‘see’ by one person became the basis for learning the lesson of another. The lack of 

explicit teaching is something consistent with (what I take to be) an Aboriginal way of teaching: it is 

directed at those who seek to know. From these people I learnt that there are ‘lessons’ in social 

action if you are oriented toward seeing them, but even if so, their content relies on the learner 

understanding themselves as an active participant in the process, not someone who watches on 

from the outside. 

Through the influence of this group of thinkers I have learned that there is much to be gained 

through careful observation of my environment, which includes, but is certainly not limited to, the 

words and actions of the humans who inhabit it. Seeing all action within an environment as 

potentially meaningful, I have been sensitised to the importance of ‘paying attention’. That this 

applies equally to the movement of the moon as it does to the emerging blossoms on a paper bark 

tree, or to the hand signals of another person as they move along the beach, spear in hand, is key. 

All these lessons, which I again stress have rarely been overt, place the responsibility for learning on 
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me; I can take what is there and use my ability as a meaning maker to develop interpretations of 

action which I can then use in future action. Thankfully, for one trained in a ‘mainstream’ school in 

south-eastern Australia, my ‘need’ to ask questions was rarely rebuffed, even though it seemed not 

the way many of these thinkers operated. However, that did not always mean I understood the 

answer if I was given one, and over time recognised that those answers that seemed befuddling 

were as important to my own meaning making journey as those that I (thought I) understood. 

To illustrate this ‘alternative’ instruction strategy, and to help me to think my way through what was 

actually occurring within them, I wrote a small story of one example which was included in a book 

chapter I wrote with Michael Christie called ‘Theorising Engagement in Remote Aboriginal 

Intercultural Contexts’ (2014). This story relates to a workshop held at the Garma Festival5 in the 

mid-2000s where I, employed by Charles Darwin University, worked with a group of Laynhapuy 

Homelands rangers who would teach paying tourists to make a spear. My role was to assess the 

teaching within the workshop conducted within the festival so that the rangers could get credit in 

the course they were enrolled in. 

…In order to conduct the workshop “properly” I was advised that I should enlist the help of a 

senior Yolngu man who would provide the appropriate authority to oversee the activity and 

who would essentially act as the teacher. Gaatil was suggested to me as he had done work 

with other university staff over a number of years and so understood something of the 

nature of university work. 

My first inkling that this was not going to work as I assumed it would comes when we got to 

the place where we’ll collect the spear shafts. We all jump out and Gaatil and the Yolngu 

students take off with their machetes and start cutting down trees. There is no attempt to 

 
5 The Garma Festival has been held annually in north-east Arnhem Land for many years. It is hosted by the 
Yolngu people through the Yothu Yindi Foundation https://www.yyf.com.au/ 
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talk to the tourists about what is going on. The more active and curious tourist follow, ask 

questions, join in, and take photos.  

Although this is slightly disconcerting, I have faith that the actual making of spears will 

proceed (to my eyes) in a more traditional manner. The “teacher” will talk about what they 

are doing and why they are doing it, and demonstrate and offer opportunities for others to 

participate and learn. I can’t be more wrong. Gaatil, upon our return, sits down and proceeds 

to make his own spear, he doesn’t talk to anyone, doesn’t appear to care if anyone sits with 

him, and, once he’s finished is up and gone (Campbell and Christie 2014 pp109-110). 

I wrote this to help to explore how I might assess whether what took place in that workshop 

constituted ‘teaching’ for the purposes of the course the rangers were enrolled in. But here, it stands 

as an illustration of an instruction practice which I was inculcated into by many people over a long 

period of time. Gaatil and the Laynhapuy Rangers knew what they were doing, it was just that the 

tourists and I expected something else. In hindsight, I could see that the expectation was misplaced, 

nevertheless it stood out as an example of how (in this case) Yolngu went about teaching ‘someone 

else’ how to do something. All the information was there if you paid attention and got involved. 

Allied with this is the fact that a learner would not be expected to take it all in over one sitting, it 

takes time to learn, something it took me time to learn. Thankfully, I had many instructors in many 

places, who kindly and patiently taught me new ways to approach things, so that I could learn the 

lessons (even if only partially) they had to share. 

Considered together, this group of thinkers- authors and teachers- have oriented my thinking and 

writing practices, which this thesis evidences. All of the authors are comfortable adopting a ‘first 

person’ writing position, in which they clearly ‘own’ the assertions their writings contain. As this 

thesis focuses on my experiences, I feel that it is appropriate that I too adopt such a position, and 

not retreat into the scientific position in which I seek to write myself out of the account (which as 

Latour notes, is a strategy to claim authority). These authors writings have inspired me to ‘own’ my 



 70 

own experiences in the text, which I hope makes clear to the reader that what I write are claims 

which I do not position in any way as universal. This also resonates with the way my Aboriginal 

teachers and interlocutors seem to think: each of us occupies a unique position in the world and our 

task, as members of the ‘ensemble cast’ who make the world together, is to work from our position 

responsibly, recognising that what we do and say (and write) matters (Pyne Addelson 2002). 

 A note on the naming of other people in this thesis 
 

This thesis depicts social situations, and other people who were present in those situations are 

named in the stories I have included. The stories were not written for the purposes of research, 

rather, they were explorations of disconcerting moments to make them available for my own 

thinking. As I wrote stories for myself that would help me think, it seemed important that I use 

people’s real names, just to keep them as real in my mind as I could. While it might be customary in 

a work like this to change people’s names, in order that they not be readily identified, the only 

names that appear in this thesis have either already appeared in published work, or already changed 

for the purposes of publishing. I have thus chosen not to change or anonymise those names in this 

thesis.   
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Chapter 3 Shopping in Pine Creek 
 

Synoptic map: 
 

Chapter 3 is the first ‘data’ chapter. The role of this chapter in the thesis is to provide a grounded 

example of the thesis’ method in action, using a previously written example of an inquiry into 

disconcertment based on an ethnographic narrative.  

Using one of the author’s own paper, written previously to inquire into a disconcerting experience, 

the chapter constructs an inquiry into the logic and construction of, and the possibilities for, the 

method of inquiry used in the original paper. Accordingly, the chapter begins the empirical work of 

the thesis in the larger sense: of inquiry into inquiry. The chapter begins with an excerpt of the 

original paper, written as a first-person narrative, detailing the author’s attempt to textually render a 

moment of disconcertment that arose while engaged in a professional role. The author uses the 

narrative to introduce the ‘method in action’, setting the scene to ground a discussion of why a 

disconcerting moment was narrativized in the first place. This scene setting enables the 

narrativisation of disconcertment to be placed in a relation with the broader work of professional 

social scientists who work in northern Australia with Aboriginal people. Focusing on the epistemic 

practices that inhere in such situations, the chapter goes on to explore how developing and working 

with narrative allows hitherto unconsidered elements of the precipitating situation to emerge, and 

through them reflect on the implications for professional practice, facilitated by taking a narrative 

approach. The chapter uses the other parts of the original paper to examine some of the features of 

narrative that generate the possibility of interpretation, including the iterative relationship that is 

generated between narrative and interpretative writing. This grounds a consideration of the 

method’s value for making sense of disconcertment that arises in complex situations. It concludes 

with a reflection on how narrative can assist individuals working in complex situations to understand 

how their roles are configured, the roles that configuring elements play in disconcertment, and how 
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the process of their construction as texts, artefacts which draw together creative and historical 

elements, generates new possibilities for future action.  
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Tuesday morning is cool and crisp. I eat my muesli and position my coffee maker in the coals. I sit 

back in my camping chair and look over some of the elements of competency for the unit ‘Undertake 

traditional burning practices’. A little while later, as I’m drinking my coffee, I look over at the main 

camp, expecting to see everyone doing what they always do: drinking tea, moseying about, talking 

with each other. And they sort of are, though I have a sense that something is going on which is out 

of the ordinary, though I can’t pin it on anything. It is not that they are not doing these things; they 

are, it is just that they are somehow doing them differently.  

 All of a sudden my intuition that something is going on proves correct as Patrick comes over to my 

camp, something he has not done before. He is a young man, one of Jabul and Ivy’s sons. He 

delicately, perhaps even gingerly, explains that Ivy needs to go into Pine Creek to get some more 

food, and, that as I have the only vehicle, I am the one who needs to take her. But hang on, I 

immediately think to myself, if I do this we can’t go up north and do the work we we’d agreed to do 

yesterday- and that is what I am here to do, work not shopping trips. 

I do not know what to say and the look on my face was, I am sure, one of blankness if not some sort 

of horror! I felt backed into a corner and thoughts run through my mind—snap, snap, snap: this 

would be so clearly not part of university business, shop runs are not part of my work program; it will 

cost another $100 in fuel—how will I justify that? Other thoughts quickly follow: taking Ivy means I 

won’t be teaching, which is what I should be doing; there is no way I can refuse to take Ivy because 

no-one will do anything until this problem is satisfactorily dealt with (which means taking her to Pine 

Creek); Ivy should not be going in the university vehicle as she is not a student and therefore may not 

be covered by the university’s insurance policy. Yet while these thoughts cascade through my mind it 

also feels like the decision has already been made, and I haven’t been part of the decision making 

team (even though, clearly, it hasn’t)! 

‘I’ll have to think about it’, I say, and with that Patrick walks away to report back to the group. I 

stand there in a state of suspended animation. I feel like I don’t have much time to formulate a 
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response. Yet I know that I need some time. I know I am being watched and my not answering is 

being observed and reflected upon, and, would contribute to me being positioned in certain ways by 

the observers. Yet looking at them it was clear that they are uncomfortable, each in their different 

ways. They know I could say no, but they must also realise that I’d have to break some rules to say 

yes. Out of all of them I think that Ivy is the least concerned—she probably knows I’ll say yes. Either 

way I have to make a choice, and I have a sense that the choice I make will determine to a huge 

degree the nature of our ongoing training relationship. 

I do say yes, in the end, and take Ivy to Pine Creek. We lose a day of burning, gain some lamb chops 

and get to listen to Johnny Cash. But I also gain insights from two related disconcertments grounded 

in that difficult moment which only appear in retrospect as I work my way back through what took 

place…(Campbell 2013 pp14-15) 

This is an excerpt from a story written in 2013 for inclusion in a special edition of the International 

Journal of Learning Communities entitled: Ethnographic Stories of Disconcertment. Writing the story 

was first aspect of the process through which I sought to make sense of the disconcerting 

experience; the paper, as a whole, consisted of working with the story to develop an account which 

sought to work through the disconcertment to make it productive. I was one of the members of a 

group that developed papers for the special edition, which grew out of a series of workshops held in 

Darwin in 2012, coordinated by Helen Verran and Michael Christie. In the first workshop we 

discussed the notion of disconcertment, which we agreed was a common feeling for us as teachers 

and researchers in northern Australian contexts, but which I, for one, had not explicitly identified as 

a recurrent theme in my work (even though, in hindsight, it was). As participants we were asked to 

write “short ethnographic texts that attend to some of the often subtle disconcertments which arise 

when we as social scientists in the Northern Territory go about our everyday work with Aboriginal 

individuals and groups” as a way of bringing one experience of disconcertment to the table for the 

workshop processes (Christie and Verran 2013 p1). The focal point for each of our stories was to be 
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an experience of disconcertment that emerged when we were engaged in our work as 

‘professionals’ in northern Australia, which we were to narrativize and use as the basis for further 

writing. 

The workshop coordinators were interested in us establishing a relation between the ‘ethnographer 

in the flesh’ and ‘the ethnographer in the text’ in these texts we were to write, trying to get us to see 

how our embodied experience might be made available for consideration by ourselves and others at 

the same time as thinking about how the writing experience might bear back on the event itself. 

Philosophically speaking, the underlying logic was that the workshops might work to unsettle the 

idea that the past existed ‘back there’, positioning writing as something more than representing 

already completed, whole and coherent events. However, such notions were beyond my 

comprehension at the time. The explicit reason for focusing on flesh/text relation was to “use stories 

of our work to focus on how new ideas and ways emerge from collective action and how they 

depend upon the coming together of diverse subjects and settings. We focus upon how new 

energetics unsettle, contradict or transform our sometimes thoughtless assumptions” (Christie and 

Verran 2013 p2). Throughout the workshop the refrain ‘just stay with the story’ was heard often, as 

we discussed our disconcerting experiences, our ideas for writing about them, and the stumbling 

blocks we faced in doing so. The injunction to focus on ‘the story’ came mostly in response to the 

fact that we seemed naturally inclined to move to adopt an analytic standpoint (rather than a 

descriptive one), talking about what the story ‘meant’, rather than just finding ways to tell it. This 

inclination, to analyse rather than describe, was something the coordinators were at pains to point 

out was understandable, given our training in the academy, but premature, given the task we had 

been set. 

The workshops demonstrated that feeling disconcerted is a common experience for people who 

work for organisations as they go about their work with Aboriginal people across northern Australia. 

While I’m sure it also is for the Aboriginal people also implicated in these situations, my focus here is 
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on my role as a worker within organisations who work with Aboriginal people as a core part of their 

work. The organisational element in this framing is important, as organisations are by far (but not 

the only) the main vehicle through which Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal find themselves engaging 

with each other, often with a non-Aboriginal person as a staff member (worker) in an organisation 

with Aboriginal people positioned as clients of some sort. This is not to say that disconcertment does 

not arise in other, non-organisational contexts, say perhaps in a football match or in the street; 

however, I am interested in those contexts in which the organisation is figured as a participant 

through the agency of the worker.  

In complex social situations, where people from ‘different’ groups find themselves brought together, 

individuals are more likely to experience disconcertment than if they were doing something within 

what they might think of as their ‘own’ group. However, this difference -that of people belonging to 

one group, engaging with those of a ‘different’ group- is not itself what produces disconcertment. 

Put simply, what produces disconcertment is always a ‘different’ difference to that which may be 

apparent on the surface. This might seem confusing, but it goes to the core of what disconcertment 

is. Differences that may be ‘identified’ or ‘named’ in advance, such as ‘age’ or ‘education’ might be 

factors in producing difficult situations, misunderstandings or frustration, but the epistemic feeling 

of disconcertment arises as a rupture in the ‘known’; that is, the actual nature of an epistemically 

disconcerting experience cannot be known until after its occurrence. It is part of the always 

emerging present, understood as something that is discontinuous with the past, while being 

intimately connected to it. The importance of this understanding will be something I will revisit in 

the course of this thesis. 

In developing narratives centred on disconcertment, I stress that I have not developed them as 

explanations; rather their purpose is to describe the situations in the first instance. That is, the 

primary purpose of each narrative is not to explain why ‘what went on’ went on, for the reader. 

Instead, each story’s aim is to re-construct the situation, focusing on empirical matters, seeking to 
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bring to life the emergence of the feeling of disconcertment in the otherwise ‘normal’ course of 

events. So, while they are historical in character, their purpose is not to create a story that seeks to 

shed light on how circumstances within the situation led to the disconcertment. Rather, its purpose 

is the other way around; that in being disconcerted by something which emerged within a situation, 

I am positing that the disconcertment is a generative product of the situation; it does not 

(necessarily) arise causally (in terms of the general understanding of cause and effect). 

To try to illustrate this critical point of ‘different difference’, and its relation to the significance of the 

emergence of disconcertment, I will revisit the story with which I began the chapter. In the excerpt, I 

am a lecturer working for a university; my job is to go to off campus to deliver Land and Resource 

Management training to Aboriginal Rangers who are doing land management work on their own 

country. This context, of the nature of the ‘delivery’ of the training, constitutes one (of many) 

nameable differences in this situation. It is ‘different’ from that which is generally conceived within 

the curriculum materials that govern the delivery of VET training in Australia generally: i.e. that 

which takes place in a formal place of learning such as a classroom or lecture theatre. The materials 

used for this training assume (but do not specify) that a training situation is a controlled one, where 

the relationship between the students and the lecturer is based on  a pedagogical model where the 

lecturer positioned as the ‘knower’ whose task is to ‘teach’ the students what they ‘need’ to know 

(which might be characterised as a ‘traditional’ western teaching model) . It also assumes that the 

students speak English, and ‘know’ what is expected of them in a training setting. In such situations, 

the identity of neither the lecturer nor the student/s are considered particularly relevant, nor are the 

nature of the relationships between them deemed to be significant. The key object governing the 

training in this specific case is the content of the Unit of Competency, which sets out the ‘knowledge 

and skills’ required by a student to be considered competent, and it is the job of the lecturer to 

design and undertake training and assessment activities that enable the student to learn, and then 

to show, that they have acquired the required knowledge and skills. In the situation I have described 

the important difference that emerges is not due to my students and their family being Aboriginal 
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and me being non-Aboriginal, but appears to do with how we conceive of what we are doing there 

together, and the possibly unconscious expectations we have that accompany that. This difference 

of expectation, which emerges as significant within the situation, is not able to be identified or 

defined in advance through any other pre-existing differences I might have named; it is something 

that is produced in the process of going about a shared activity, but whose aims, it emerges, might 

not be shared.  

The situation I narrativise occurs during a week-long training block which takes place out bush6; 

camping in close proximity to the rangers and their extended family. In the original paper I introduce 

it like this:  

It’s shortly before 9am on a Monday morning in April 2003. I’m a Land and Resource Management 

lecturer with the Faculty of Indigenous Research and Education at Charles Darwin University and I’m 

heading to Pine Creek for the week to deliver training to the relatively new Aboriginal Ranger group, 

the Wagiman Rangers. The university troop carrier (aka troopy) is loaded up with enrolment forms, 

course documents, GPS units and maps, my swag, tent, esky and a bag of clothes.  

My first stop is Kybrook Farm, an Aboriginal community just south of Pine Creek about 200 kms south 

of Darwin. It’s just before lunch and I begin the process of picking up people and their things for our 

week together down around Claravale Crossing on the upper Daly River, maybe another 100 or so ks 

away. I wend my way around the small community of Kybrook farm and slowly the Troopy fills: 

people, blankets, an esky, plastic shopping bags filled with loaves of white bread, a tin of flour and a 

number of foam mattresses. We head off, as we drive we listen to some tapes, Johnny Cash mostly, 

and talk: about weeds, pigs, cattle, lizards, relations with neighbours, erosion, kangaroos, about 

 
6 ‘out bush’ is a common way of describing any location which is not a settlement. In situations involving 
Aboriginal people it connotes a separation from the services and facilities of a settlement, as well as a move 
toward connecting with country by being present within it. 
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where things were heading, fencing, cattle yards, employment, income, indoor cricket and things to 

do.  

We arrive at Claravale Crossing in the late afternoon, and I approach Jabul, the old man coordinating 

the group (and father or uncle to most of them). He has a few things he wants to get done this week. 

One is to travel north through country still under a land claim to check out a story he’s heard about 

clearing that might taking place. The other is to continue with burning around the Ah Toy block, 

where we are currently staying. We decide that it would make sense and achieve course outcomes if 

tomorrow morning we continue with the burning. Later in the week we could go north (Campbell 

2013 p14).  

My intention here is to try to show the specific context in which the (ensuing) disconcerting moment 

arises by attempting to create a sense of the environment and some of the (nameable) differences 

that the training situation entails. Important in this part of the story is that I’m attempting to 

illustrate the context as a concrete and embodied reality. I am trying to generate a sense that ‘this is 

the way things are’, and thus already all sorts of elements are present- tins of flour, mattresses and 

blankets, country owned and loved by the people, who are simultaneously students, that might not 

ordinarily be part of a training ‘situation’. I want to create a picture that this situation is distinctive, 

with the training site being more than 300km from the university campus and configured by a range 

of unique elements. The reason that we are engaged in a training relationship off campus is that the 

rangers are working on their own land. They have, as a group, decided that they would like to 

receive training to assist them to do their work, and they have identified the university which 

employs me, as being able to deliver the training they want, embedded within the work they are 

doing on their own land. In this, their identification of themselves as an ‘Aboriginal Ranger group’ is 

significant, framing the nature of our training arrangement. That is, their constitution of themselves 

(which also draws on other arrangements) names a difference that must be considered in the way 
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training is done, but which, as noted, is not the difference that produced my disconcerting 

experience.  

So, this difference, which can be seen and named, enables the training which we do together to be 

understood, by us and by others, as something ‘of the place’ in which we find ourselves. In turn, we 

use this to justify our reconfiguration of what we do in this training through recognising its ‘non-

traditional’ nature. Within the arrangements which govern training done by the university there is 

the responsibility of the training organisation to modify the delivery to take such a difference into 

account. It is beholden on the training organisation to ‘customise’ the training to ensure that its 

quality is maintained- so the students are receiving training which is relevant and which meets the 

national quality requirements that ensure that the qualification they receive is nationally recognised 

and valid- but which also responds to the particular context in which the training is delivered. This 

difference, which is able to be seen and named, and which underpins the customisation that people 

on the front line of delivery undertake in order to deliver relevant training, does not, and cannot, 

take into account all the differences that emerge when a group such as an Aboriginal Ranger group 

hosts a university lecturer on their country. And it is these differences- that emerge unbidden and 

possibly experienced as disconcertment- that must be able to satisfactorily be dealt with in order for 

the training to be considered successful and relevant by the people receiving it. 

So why is recognising disconcertment important? This is something that I seek to deal with in the 

story, illuminating that the moment I experience as disconcerting, disconcerts me because of all 

sorts of things I (appear to) ‘carry with me’, suddenly emerge in tension with other things that 

become manifest in the situation. If I saw my role as one in which the lecturer just proceeds on the 

basis of the organisational framing that puts me in control of the training situation, which is the way 

that the course has been designed, then the moment might not be at all disconcerting. It might be 

annoying, but could perhaps be dealt with easily; I could just say “no” and that would be that. It 

would have implications, no doubt, however what I’m trying to highlight is that the request unsettles 
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me because of my awareness that something has changed, and that change has something to do 

with how I view the situation, revealed by the epistemic feeling of disconcertment, and that “either 

way I have to make a choice, and I have a sense that the choice I make will determine to a huge 

degree the nature of our ongoing training relationship” (Campbell 2013 p15).  I am forced by the 

situation to make a choice, based on the information I have at hand, and the fact that I am 

disconcerted is a sign of the possibility that there are different ways to understand this decision. And 

while this choice has impacts, regardless of what I do, the generative capacity of the moment is not 

necessarily exhausted within it. In that moment I made a choice, life continued, and the training 

relationship continued to unfold (as it would have, in possibly a different direction, if I had have 

made a different choice regarding the shopping trip). Later, I was fortunate enough to be exposed to 

another situation, in the form of the workshops, in which the possibility of using that disconcerting 

moment to think further about my work and the possibilities it affords, was presented.  

This first thing we were encouraged to see in those workshops, following Verran, was to grasp the 

concept that an epistemically disconcerting experience is ‘telling us something’: our ways of thinking 

about the world and our conduct within it have been revealed as contingent and partial, arising from 

our (not necessarily conscious) epistemic commitments (2013). For professionals, doing knowledge 

work, disconcertment thus signals that there is an opportunity for us to think about and do our work 

differently. It alerts us to the possibility of asking questions about what we do and the ends to which 

it is directed. But it is important to note that this awareness contains the possibility that the neat 

boundaries we may have drawn around what constitutes ‘work’ may also need revision, with the 

possibility that further disconcertment may be induced. Thus, taking seriously disconcertment as a 

way of thinking about one’s work is not necessarily a strategy for making it easier, however it is 

something that promises to enrich it. 

My interest in disconcertment is thus not focused primarily in the meanings of the actions that lead 

to the disconcertment. My reasoning is that this is not the place to seek its meaning, implying as it 
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does, a cause and effect logic. However, at the same time those actions must be considered as being 

meaningful for the focus on disconcertment to make sense, for they surround it, even if they don’t 

‘cause’ it. In a sense then what I am doing in composing a story cannot be considered analysis, in the 

sense put forward by Ricoeur when he states that in analysis “a system is given and we explore the 

conditional relations internal to the system” (Ricoeur 1984 p134). We will get to that, but not yet. 

So, the story can be understood as data, but it is not yet explanation (produced by analysis), which is 

where, he says “an individual occurrence of a generic phenomenon (an event, process, or state) is 

given and we look for a system wherein this generic phenomenon-the explanandum-can be linked to 

another one following some relation of conditionality” (Ricoeur 1984 p134). The story thus occupies 

some middle ground: it is constructed, and thus its production entails choices about what is and is 

not relevant, but it has not yet attempted to ascribe how the discrete events within the situation are 

connected. It might best be understood as, what Latour calls, a ‘weak explanation’ which he 

discusses in his paper ‘The politics of explanation’ (1988). Producing a ‘weak explanation’ rests first 

on the eschewing of a belief in the “existence of a framework inside which events are inserted in 

order to be explained” (Latour 1988 p174). The best way of producing such an account is through 

the rendering of stories, in which the local, the provisional and the uncertain are preferred, moving 

away from generating a strong relation between a set of explanans and explanandum, which 

presupposes the framework inside which events take place. Latour argues that such an approach is 

more generative, and moves social science work away from its stock in trade where “exposition and 

unveiling” are preferred, to something more tentative. This preference for tentative products, not 

coincidentally, reduces the researcher’s positioning from that of an authority who can look across 

the whole situation to make sense of it, to someone in the action that they are seeking to make 

sense of, recognising their status as a participant.   

To state it simply: disconcertment can help us to think differently about what we do. For me, as a 

professional who had worked with many Aboriginal people in many different places across northern 

Australia, my aim was (and still is) to make a difference in the world, for me and the people I worked 
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(and work) with. Over my adult life, much of it lived in various ways with Aboriginal people, I have 

heard many stories of heartache, discrimination and crossed purposes, and was aware of some of 

the difficulties that many Aboriginal people experience as they try to just do daily life (limited though 

my understanding undoubtedly is). Thus, in terms of my work as a professional, I had a sense that it 

should not reproduce those situations which led to Aboriginal people having hard or frustrating 

experiences. No doubt I would have participated in (and almost certainly still do) creating situations 

in which dissatisfaction arises, however, the possibility of seeing disconcertment through new eyes 

(offered by the workshops), was that moments hitherto experienced as difficult and disconcerting 

could be productive, but only if we take them seriously and learn from them. We can learn to use 

the epistemic feeling of disconcertment to unsettle our assumptions about the way things are and 

should be, cultivating a postcolonial impulse that holds that we can participate in remaking the 

world in new ways (Verran 2001).  

Such a stance has moral and political implications; professional decision-making as a matter of 

instrumental calculation within prescribed limits is clearly problematised by taking disconcertment 

seriously. Situations in which embodied knowers find themselves having (disconcerting) moments, 

and needing to make choices as a result (and which may have profound effects), necessarily exceeds 

the capacity of any rules or prescriptions to guide those choices in meaningful ways; the problem of 

the moment requires situated decision making. The balm of taking an institutional position as a way 

of dealing with disconcertment is not possible, if it is considered an important epistemic matter. But 

this is murky ground, for taking epistemics seriously in situations where the ground for difference 

has not been negotiated requires taking a political position, which in turn places responsibility back 

on the knowers, assembled by the disconcertment, to sort through. But where does this 

responsibility arise from and to whom, or what, is it accountable? 

I tried to work my way into this conundrum in my original piece in the following way: 
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 In the moments that followed the request I felt like I had nothing on which to grasp to give me that 

feeling of solidity, of sureness, that enabled me to confidently make a decision, one way or another. 

All of a sudden I found myself in a new space where I didn’t know the rules, by which I mean that 

none of my interactions to that point had prepared me for such a situation. And if I didn’t know the 

rules (or they didn’t yet exist), then how could I know the implications of any decision I might make? I 

couldn’t, and didn’t know what to do. I hadn’t had to confront something like this before. In hindsight 

I have come to see that my shock possibly stemmed from the fact that this request revealed that my 

understanding of my position and the work we were doing together was not a shared one. Up until 

that point I had taken as a given that there was a neat and (I thought) uncontroversial distinction 

between me (as a representative of the university) and them (as members of their own Aboriginal 

group). It was not just that I suddenly noticed that I saw myself differently than did the people I was 

working with. It was also that the moment revealed these categories to be ones that are made by me 

(notably in this case not us) and my materials: university position, white male, textbooks and 

curriculum, university vehicle, etc. On reflection, I can also see that, flawed as those categories might 

have been in terms of understanding what we were doing together, they were crucial in providing me 

with a stability that allowed me to function. The categories were part of a habit that I had built up 

over time that enabled me to make sense of why I was there and therefore to keep on doing what I 

was doing. I can now see that what I am doing most of the time is reinvigorating and redoing the 

categories that I assume to already be at work (and this I think is what we all do, for the most part). 

However it also showed me that I need to be open to the possibility that the categories might not 

make sense, and need to be jettisoned. Importantly this does not mean abandoning the categories 

with which I work, but be open to them being challenged and renegotiated on the basis of my 

experiences in the world (Campbell 2013 p16). 

The first thing to note about this part of the original paper is the ‘style’ change, the earlier parts of 

the paper, in which I sought to paint a picture of the physical place I was in through description, are 

replaced with introspective writing. While the style is (still) personal, this section details my 
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reflections, and shows I am moving toward meaning making, though not yet reaching the status of 

explaining. This writing attempts to ‘flesh out’ the moment of disconcertment by narrativizing the 

experience in a different way to the way it when told in the ‘descriptive’ story. The style change, and 

the assumption of a reflective voice, is intended as direct signal to understand thought as entailing 

reconstructive work. I am following Mead here, in understanding that “cognition, and thought as 

part of the cognitive process, is reconstructive, because reconstruction is essential to the conduct of 

an intelligent being in the universe” (Mead 2002 [1932] p37). This reconstructive work takes place 

after the disconcerting event and is a vehicle for meaning making, attempting to show some of the 

iterative work that occurs between trying to reinhabit the feeling, and recording the words by which 

it might be brought to life (and ‘sense’ made of it, which is of particular interest given that the 

moment of interest was experienced as disconcerting). This stylistic differentiation sets up different 

voices in the text, which alerts the reader that ‘after the fact’ reflection is also constitutive of 

detailing and understanding the event. It is important to show explicitly that the reflective work that 

takes place after the precipitating event is part of it, even if it does not occur within the event itself. 

It is also important to note that this reflective work can keep happening, it does not just happen 

once. As such the deliberate style change also signals the generation of the pasts, presents and the 

possibility of futures as relating specifically to the event, with the writing being the tool through 

which they instantiated.  

This reflective voice brings in, for the first time in the paper, my first explicit consideration of moral 

and political elements, which I position as somehow being present, but subsumed within, the 

disconcerting moment. But were the political and moral elements ‘there’, out in the bush, in that 

moment? Or are have they just been generated in the writing, and thus my ascription of them as 

somehow being ‘back there’ in that situation not justifiable- an artifice enabled by literacy? Here 

some questions around how narrative and its ‘structures’ participate in making the world emerge, 

which are important for thinking about the generative capacity of narrative and the role of this work 

in contributing to change in the world. Is the narrativizing process, whether descriptive or reflective, 
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and the artefact that is produced through it- the text- something that enables the reality that existed 

out there/ back there to be faithfully reproduced, or does it actually make the world- the past, the 

present and the future- in the here and now? And what are the implications for the ethnographer in 

the flesh who narrativizes their experience in text form? 

Ethnography 
 

In order to consider these questions, and through them how narrative as a method might enable 

moral reasoning and its political implications to be made visible in ways other methods do not, it is 

necessary to introduce ‘ethnography,’ given the foundation of my thesis are stories that would be 

classified as ‘ethnographic’. This introduction will be brief and necessarily simple, the purpose to lay 

out some ground show that so that there is some ground from which to locate the work I am doing 

as part of a broader tradition, not to engage in producing an authoritative account of ethnography as 

a discipline. My purpose is also to show that ethnography comes with potential issues, which must 

be considered in the generation of an ethnographic account. 

Ethnography originated in the discipline of anthropology, as a way of working to develop descriptive 

pictures of the lives of people growing from direct observation of them, i.e. anthropology is the 

study of humans in general, with ethnography emerging as one of the ways that people could be 

studied. In theory this could be done with any group of people, however the (unexpressed) premise 

is that the group of people being described must be ‘different’ from the group the ethnographer 

‘belongs’ to. Ethnography was initially produced by people who spent significant time with the 

people they were studying and writing about; now however this is not always the case, and is 

certainly rarer now than in the early years of the twentieth century (Hammersley 2006). But despite 

some of the changes to what ethnography might be understood as, it is fundamentally built on the 

reflections of the ethnographer, who emerges as a figure by virtue of a ‘distance’ that is constructed 

within their accounts (Fabian 2014). This ‘distance’ allows the production of an account which 

details: the activities observed; their meaning ‘according’ to those who engage in them; and, what it 
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means when considered in light of some broader milieu. I.e. the person developing the account (the 

ethnographer) seeks to account for the activities they observe, their local meaning, and from them 

develop some broader meaning which relates those meanings to others, which locate them in the 

world of ‘human’ experience in some general sense. It is this move that allows the accounts to 

‘count’ as ethnography. 

It is therefore not difficult to see how ethnography, emerging within anthropology, may be thus 

linked to anthropology’s baggage, rightly or wrongly, which includes the colonial perspective. There 

are two things at work in the traditional understanding ethnography, and ethnographic accounts, 

which easily lead to it being seen as a colonial practice. The first is that ethnography is something 

that has historically been done with people who are ‘other,’ other that is, from those who created 

the practice in the first place by which I mean those who inhabit the academies and other 

knowledge production spaces of what we know (in an overly simplified way) the ‘West.’ Historically 

it is those employed in these knowledge production spaces who went out to ‘study’ people 

understood as ‘other’, to generate accounts about them, through which a better understanding of 

humanity- understood as a general category- could be developed.  

The second is that the ethnographer can easily, and unwittingly, adopt the position of a ‘judging 

observer’- the enlightenment figure who somehow is able to look over a situation and make 

(authoritative) judgements about it, while simultaneously being separate from it (Pyne Addelson 

1994). So, while the personal ethics of the ethnographer may mean the person engages with those 

they study irreproachably, it is possible that the way that the text that details their observations is 

developed, disseminated and consumed, generates a colonial perspective- in which the author’s 

locatedness and ‘culture’ somehow disappear- leaving the account as a god’s eye view of the people 

described (Fabian 2014). This can be true regardless of who produces the ethnography. This split, in 

which ethics are able to be thought of as a personal possession, rather than as something that that 
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arises socially, is something that results from the (mostly unacknowledged) epistemic commitment 

to knowing as an enlightenment knower. 

Strategies to mitigate ethnography’s baggage 
 

One of the strategies to attempt to address this, which has become more common given the 

criticisms, is to write located accounts, in which the author explicitly puts themselves in the action 

(noting that such a strategy on its own does not prevent the figure of the ‘enlightenment knower’ in 

the text being generated). Such a move also allows the cognitive work of the ethnographer in the 

flesh to be incorporated in the account of the ethnographer in the text. In turn, the integrating 

capacity of narrative means that the two ‘kinds’ of belief, discussed by Dewey, are able to be 

presented within accounts as fundamental to developing knowledge (1929). Dewey held that 

knowledge is developed from experience, which originates in practical activity, which in turn fosters 

the development of beliefs. These beliefs, which arise from engagement in practical activity in the 

world, according to Dewey are of two ‘kinds’: the first being beliefs about the actual structure and 

processes of things, and the second beliefs about values that regulate our conduct. These two types 

of belief, and their connected participation in action, mean that we need methods that allow us to 

think and deal with them simultaneously, something traditional western philosophy traditionally 

avoids. For Dewey, finding ways for the two kinds of belief to “most effectively and fruitfully interact 

with each other is the most general and significant of all the problems life presents to use” (Dewey 

1929 p22 my emphasis). Here, Dewey positions the moral at the centre of our lives, and something 

that needs to be considered and accounted for, both in action and in the stories that relate to those 

of actions. The moral is not as something that is separate from practical activity but embedded 

within it. But as ‘modern’ knowers, engaged in the academy, we are actively engaged in knowledge 

production situations that seem to position our moral reasoning as ‘not being directly relevant’ to 

the way we understand and do our work (Pyne Addelson and Potter 1991). This is possibly due to it 

being understood as a personal attitude (rather than as something that arises intersubjectively), 



 89 

however as Dewey points out, our participation as knowers in situations means that the work we do 

has consequences that echo far more widely than just in our own sphere, with implications for 

industry, politics and the arts (Dewey 1929) Part of the answer to this question is in producing 

narratives in which the dilemmas which attend our action in the world are front and centre. 

So how then does this relate to the development of accounts in which moral reasoning is made 

visible, rather than positioned as irrelevant, and thus not included? The first point is that the method 

of developing narratives rests on eschewing the traditional western philosophical premise that 

‘knowledge’ and ‘accounts of knowledge’ occupy different planes, focusing attention on developing 

processes which inquire “into the purposes which experience of actual conditions suggests…” 

(Dewey 1929 p20). Thus, the moral is just as present, and therefore just as admissible, as any other 

kind of experience in developing accounts of the actual conditions experienced, remembering that 

making an account is a world making activity, not a disembodied process that seeks to make 

representations of a pre-existing reality. The only footing for our learning arises within the 

experiences we have as we participate in the world, which includes actions taken on account of 

moral reasoning and our ways of making sense of them. Making narratives- first person accounts of 

the experience- and the reflective work that attends its production, as well as any subsequent 

analysis, is a process that allows me to discuss the moral elements of experience in ways that see it 

as a critical part of the situation. In this way they are not something distinct from it (as ‘emotional’ 

content) which needs to be considered separately (something particularly relevant for accounts that 

claim, as this one does, to be academic), but part of the experience understood as a whole. Part of 

the generativity of this process arises from the conscious use of the figures generated within the 

text, which is itself a practical action whose purpose is to generate new worlds such that learning 

can be promulgated. 

A more general point can be made which also suggests the logic of using narrative to access 

moments in situations that are not readily accessible via standard social science methods. Moments 
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of disconcertment cannot be planned for; there is no way of knowing if they will occur and there is 

no research or work plan can be structured so that their possible appearance can be captured and 

used. They can only be apprehended ex post facto. Combined with the fact that epistemic 

disconcertment has no form until it is narrativized, arising as it does initially as ‘experience’, there is 

no way of making the case that any account of disconcertment is ‘objective’ in any way. While 

increasingly awareness of the fact that it is impossible to produce an ‘objective’ accounts, the 

general framework that has underpinned most social science post WW2 period still persists in the 

minds of many social scientists, encapsulated in concern with research ‘rigour.’ This logic, that 

‘objective’ accounts are the aim of social science, underpins what is known as the ‘covering law 

model’, also known as the ‘Deductive-Nomological Model’ whose articulation has attributed to Carl 

Hempel (Kitcher 1981). In its simplest form the covering law model has two components, first the 

thing to be explained- the explanandum- and second the sentences which account for the 

phenomenon- the explanans (D’Andrade 1986). It has long provided the structure for traditional 

understandings of social science practice, and while it’s logical force has been questioned and 

critiqued, it has not altogether been supplanted as providing the ‘right kind of structure’ for social 

science explanations D’Andrade (1986). Narrative could never claim the kind of explanatory power 

demanded by the covering law model, but this does not mean that it has no explanatory capacity 

whatsoever. Rather, constructing narratives is a way to follow Latour’s suggestion that “instead of 

explaining everything with the same cause and framework, and instead of abstaining from 

explanation in fear of breaking the reflexive game, we shall provide a one-off explanation, using a 

tailor-made cause” (Latour 1988 p174). Such a stance goes hand in hand with the recognition that 

the goal of this kind of writing for is not explanation in the deductive-nomological sense, but as a 

way to think about our experience differently.  

Of course, however, a narrative of the kind I am interested in, and that purports to participate 

fruitfully in the construction of the world, is not free to be ‘anything’.  It must seek to make sense of 

the situation it seeks to describe, as Ricoeur states: “a narrative that fails to explain is less than a 
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narrative” (Ricoeur 1984 p148). The key thing is to remember what ‘kind’ explanation a narrative can 

provide: one that reconstructs the past in light of subsequent events. Danto recognises the 

structural component of narrative making in his analysis of the place of narrative in constructing 

historical accounts: "any narrative is a structure imposed on events, grouping some of them together 

with others, and ruling some out as lacking relevance" (Danto 1965 p132 in Ricoeur (1984) p 148). 

So, my narratives, and the work that I do as a result of developing them, must be recognised at the 

outset as constructions in which some things are understood to be significant, while other aspects or 

occurrences within the situations I narrate, are overlooked or ignored. The partial nature of my 

narratives and the work I do with them subsequently must be front and centre in how I claim the 

relevance and importance of what I do.  

Why narrative? 
 

But there is still a key question to be answered, why narrative and not something else? What is it 

about narrative that makes it the best tool for the job that I’m interested in taking on? Part of it lies 

in Danto’s observation that what narrative does is juxtapose different moments and make 

connections between them (Danto 1965). In this, their construction depends on there being at least 

two different time moments, the first being that being ‘described’ and the second (and any 

subsequent ones) made after the event which connect back to the first. The reason this is important 

for my thesis is that the ‘importance’ of the first moment (the disconcertment) is made through the 

narrative. That is, the narrative is a construction that generates a relation between the first moment 

and those that ensue (or precede)- they become what they are by virtue of their relationship to each 

other. It is not simply a description of the disconcerting moment; its nature, and importance, emerge 

as that moment is considered later through the narrativizing process. In short, narrative instigates 

the emergence of time and space considerations through which moments come to be meaningful. 

While Danto was primarily interested in the structure of narrative sentences and the structural 



 92 

relationship between elements within sentences, I am interested in stories as wholes, which are of 

course ‘made out of’ sentences.  

Ricoeur, in his four-part work Time and Narrative, refers to the work of Gallie in developing his 

narrative theory, and uses the following quote to define what he takes a ‘story’ to be:  

“A story describes a sequence of actions and experiences done or undergone by a certain 

number of people, whether real or imaginary. These people are presented either in 

situations that change or as reacting to such change. In turn, these changes reveal hidden 

aspects of the situation and the people involved, and engender a new predicament which 

calls for thought, action, or both. This response to the new situation leads the story toward 

its conclusion. (Gallie 1968 p22 in Ricoeur (1984) p150) 

Ricoeur’s interest is in Gallie’s notion of ‘followability,’ and points out that a story only works if it is 

followable. He notes that, unlike an argument, a story’s conclusion is not predictable in terms of that 

which precedes it, thus confirming its non-compatibility with the covering law model (Ricoeur 1984). 

Thus, a different requirement is set forth for a story, that of the ‘acceptability’ of the conclusion in 

light of the account that leads up to it. The importance of this is that a story can refigure the world in 

creative ways, juxtaposing disparate elements together and producing novel conclusions that in turn 

open up the world to creative endeavour. This understanding of what a story is and can do then 

leads me back to my purpose for using narrative. As a method, it allows and encourages the 

unknown and destabilising (experienced as disconcertment) to be used in a positive fashion, where 

the purpose is not to explain (away) why the disconcertment occurred, but to use it to ask different 

questions and explore how collective life might be rethought for the purposes of doing things in new 

ways in the future.  

As noted earlier, the primary purpose of my narratives is not to try to develop an explanation of why 

what went on, went on, for the reader. Instead, its aim is to reconstruct the situation so as to bring 

to life the disconcertment emerging within the situation. So, while the narratives in this thesis are 
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historical in character, the purpose is not to shed light on how the circumstances of the situation led 

to the disconcertment. Rather its purpose is this other way around, that in being disconcerted by 

something which emerged within a situation, I am positing that such disconcertment is a unique 

product of it; it does not necessarily arise causally (in terms of the general understanding of cause 

and effect). The appearance of a moment, which is experienced as disconcerting, means that the 

world needs to be understood as emergent, in which what occurs is not just an effect of what 

preceded it. As Mead states “before the emergent has occurred, and at the moment of its 

occurrence, it does not follow from the past. That past relative to which it was novel cannot be 

made to contain it” (Mead 2002 [1932] pxvii). And this is why narrative is important for 

disconcertment, because it is the process by “which we endeavour to reconstruct experience in 

terms of it [the moment of disjunction], we alter our interpretation and try to conceive a past from 

which the recalcitrant element does follow and thus to eliminate the discontinuous aspects of its 

present status (Mead 2002 [1932]). Thus, narrative cannot be held to be something which merely 

represents events that have already occurred, narrative is constitutive of our sense of our world, an 

active process through which pasts, presents and futures are made to relate to each other. 

Learning through narrative construction 
 

The process of making the narrative from my disconcerting moment has led me to learn more about 

the process of generating narratives. I was encouraged to use the possibility of storying a 

disconcerting moment to help me to ‘understand’ a specific moment, and found the process 

productive for my work in that place and with that group of people. Subsequently, I engaged in 

further activity around narrative, from reading and reflecting on texts relating to narrative and 

storytelling, as well as through numerous conversations with colleagues and friends. This activity has 

helped me to understand more about it: its construction, logics and sense making capacity. As a 

result, I have developed a story making disposition, one which acknowledges my inherent creativity 

as a human actor who finds himself doing life with others in many and varied situations. One of the 
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benefits of this is that disconcertment, which can often be experienced as unpleasant, is able turned 

into something useful and productive (which does not mean that it is any less disquieting when it 

happens). This reorientation is a process which is profoundly important for someone working in the 

context that I am interested in, because of the likelihood that disconcertment will be experienced 

often and ongoingly, regardless of the efforts one puts in to learn and change. Making sense of 

disconcertment through narrative is thus a strategy which is both productive and nurturing for a 

practitioner interested in making a difference in the short and long term.  

Narratives about narrative 
 

So how should I write ‘about’ these narratives I write? Won’t they just be stories added to stories? 

Isn’t that what I am doing here, now? Yes, of course they are, but I need to account for how the 

second set of them, those that might be thought of as containing analysis, are positioned as ‘stepped 

back’ from the first, a stylistic change that signals a move into an different mode, and what this 

means for what they contain. This second set of stories (of which this is one) is written to ‘work off’ 

the first version in some way, to illuminate the generative capacity of the conundrums they emerge 

from. In the ‘second’ stories, I move to a mode which tends toward ‘explanation’ 9and away from 

description) in which it (appear to) claim authority through the style I employ, following Latour’s 

observation discussed in the Literature and Method Chapter. Crucially, part of the stylistic move is to 

appear as if I am now outside the action; and in doing it I may seem to be entering the position of 

the ‘judging observer’, however this position is built out of a metaphysics and an epistemology I do 

not share (Pyne Addelson 1994). 

Analysing disconcertment through narrative has helped me to see my previous belief: that 

disconcertment arises because pre-existing ‘things’ (of which I might not have been conscious) find 

themselves in conflict with each other, in this case the responsibility for teaching and the 

responsibility toward the group, read things the wrong way. The disconcertment I felt and 

attempted to name, and through naming, analyse, is the action which generated the (consciousness) 
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of the things (responsibilities) I understood as being in conflict. And that is why disconcertment is 

part of a broader process of inquiry, rather than just an end in itself. Making narratives and analysing 

them generates the possibility of understanding the situation in new light, and through them new 

identities and alternative readings can be crafted, which in turn offer the opportunity of doing 

something active and creative in new situations yet to arise. This understanding of what it means to 

consider disconcertment important for the possibilities it affords, enables me as a participant to 

think of myself, as a figure, in different light. Gone is the actor who seeks to manage my situations as 

a participant in a world already made, replaced by one conscious of myself as a participant in 

collective action, open to and embedded in the unfolding of the world through action, configured 

within that action. While I am responsible for my own actions, the goal of participating is not control, 

but responsible action, as part of the collective. This figure, whose aim is responsible participation, 

has been named by Verran as one who actively cultivates an ‘epistemic demeanour’ that recognises 

that their knowing is “collective, partial, emergent and contingent” (Verran 2018 p128). 

I finished my original paper with a reflective paragraph, which also looked forward, and in so doing 

figured a past, the present and possible futures together with the people I was working with. This 

figuring of time and collective action emerged as a creative product of taking a moment of 

disconcertment seriously, and through narrative and further embodied work, set the scene for the 

further work I did with this group, and with others in other places and times. 

Looking back I can see that all the things I had learnt about the group: their individual members, their 

country, their history, their aspirations, their attitude to our work together, were produced through 

social interaction which involved us cautiously finding out about each other, sometimes probing, 

sometimes sitting back. What we were producing and what it might mean nobody knew, but as we 

went on together, and found out more about each other, we were more able to both probe more 

deeply as well as stay silent more easily. And from that point we were able to do new and different 

things together: to go on together in new ways (Campbell 2013 p17). 
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Goals 

 
What I am engaging in developing this thesis follows a school of thought in which the goal of the 

work is not the production of a systematic theory which seeks to exhaustively ‘explain’ things; it is 

not trying to create a world into which other experience can be fitted. Following Pyne Addelson 

(2002) this does not mean that theory is not important, just that it is employed, possibly in 

piecemeal fashion, in attempts to solve practical problems of the real world we inhabit, a world that 

will always exceed the capacity of any theory to make sense of it (which is perhaps a theoretical 

position!). Following this, my account- the stories and accompanying writing- comes from the 

perspective of a practitioner; someone who is doing work in the world. This work includes, but is not 

limited to, research, and even then does not have as its primary purpose the development of theory, 

of abstract understandings of why things are the way they are, rather a unifying goal is to make a 

difference that is valued by the people the work brings together.  

What I am hoping to show is that this approach- of recognising disconcertment and its importance in 

organisational life- can assist in doing work that seeks to ‘make a difference’ in the world. If I am 

successful in making my case for this approach then I will have fulfilled the criteria set forth by 

Clifford Geertz when he wrote “what recommends them [an ethnographic figuration], or 

disrecommends them is the further figures that issue from them; their capacity to lead on to 

extended accounts which, intersecting other accounts of other matters, widen their implications and 

deepen them hold. We can always count on something else happening, another glancing experience, 

another half-witnessed event. What we can’t count on is that we will have something useful to say 

about it when it does” (Geertz 1995 p19 in Becker (1998) p 17). My focus on disconcertment will 

either be ‘recommended’ or ‘disrecommended’ based on whether it is useful; whether it can play a 

part in the task of ‘making a difference’. It does not seek to explain the situations in which it 

emerges, and nor does I claim it to play a pivotal role. Rather, it seeks to play a role by opening up 

for consideration and use a particular kind of experience I think is important in doing work that 
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makes a difference. If I can show this then I will have done what Becker hopes that good research 

does, namely to contribute to “…expanding the reach of our thinking, of seeing what else we could 

be thinking and asking, of increasing the ability of our ideas to deal with the diversity of what goes 

on in the world” (Becker 1998 p17). 

In making the case for disconcertment to be taken seriously as a concept for social science work I 

want to re-emphasise that the work I am interested in (and this thesis is part of that larger process), 

seeks to make a difference. I am more interested in doing what I can to make the work I, and those I 

do that work with, more effective for all of us. This involves recognising that what it means to be 

‘effective’ must be found in the doing of the work itself- for those who have an interest in that work- 

than I am in developing an academic understanding or explanation of the phenomena I am 

implicated in. This of course does not mean that there won’t be disagreement about what 

constitutes ‘effectiveness’ in the doing of work; indeed, it might well be that clashes about what it 

means to be effective that produce experiences of disconcertment in the first place. That point 

notwithstanding, the critical point is that the primary purpose of this investigation is practice/ 

action, and how it might be used to inform and potentially change future actions as a result of the 

development of conscious and explicit reflection on those situations in which disconcertment arises. 

Facts or fiction? 
 

But what of the potential criticism that I might just be making things up, starting with the stories? 

That in crafting narratives, I am engaging in the production of fiction rather than seeking to 

illuminate specific real-world occurrences? Of course, it is entirely possible that my experiences of 

disconcertment are not that dramatic, and as such I am led to try to generate some artificial 

dramatic angle to increase the likelihood that they are found engaging by those reading them. For 

without them being readable and engaging there is the danger that no-one persists with them and 

thus their potential importance is lost before it even gets started. So, while I have not artificially 

embellished the stories contained within this thesis, the reality is that they are still constructions. 



 98 

The question then is on what basis am I able to argue that they are in some way ‘true,’ such that the 

conclusions I draw from them can be trusted for the purposes I use them? 

Implications of taking epistemic disconcertment seriously 

 
My disconcertments points toward a fact, which, while it has not been explicitly present, 

nonetheless goes to the heart of what is being done when a person from an organisation is drawn 

into a relationship with people from another social assemblage. It is my experience of 

disconcertment that alerted me to the fact there was a ‘problem’. And it was bringing this to life 

through auto-ethnography that enabled me to see that the group I was engaged to train, and who 

were seeking to use that training to assist them to do work on their own country, are governed by 

different rules, which establish for them a different set of responsibilities. As ‘students’ they have a 

different set of focuses to that of the prototypical student that frames the way a university 

conceives of education, which poses questions for the lecturer and through them the university. 

Disconcertment and narrative together enable the various responsibilities, which are not explicitly 

available for design and planning, to be surfaced for consideration in the way the work is conceived 

and conducted. This seems especially important in a country like Australia in which colonising 

practices are not a thing of the past, and which continue to find themselves expressed, even in well 

intentioned efforts to do things ‘differently’. Given this, finding ways to surface the assumptions 

built into our everyday practice appear ever more important in generating change that people value, 

and writing stories, built on moments of epistemic disconcertment, are one effective way to do this.   
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Chapter 4- Cultural tourism in Balgo (Wirrimanu) 
 

Synoptic map 
 

This role of this chapter in the thesis is to explore the use of others’ texts in the interpretive phase of 

inquiry. Centred on the development of a tourism venture in the Aboriginal community of 

Wirrimanu (Balgo) in northern Western Australia, this chapter focuses attention on how 

disconcertment is apprehended through using anthropological texts as the basis for interpretation, 

showing how the narrativisation of experience can lead to the generation of insight. Beginning with 

a narrative that draws together a range of elements in the development and undertaking of a pilot 

tourism trip, this chapter charts the process through which problems are understood, enabling a 

reflection on the effects produced by an author’s authorial position.  

Focusing on a disconcerting moment in which the author realised that there was no way to remain 

‘properly accountable’ to the range of stakeholders implicated in the tourism venture that formed 

the core role of the author’s task in the community, the chapter investigates the role of two 

ethnographic texts in generating a focus on the authorial position and its role in the way 

disconcertment might be dealt with. Beginning with taking the texts as holding clues to how the  

difficulties that arise as ‘blackfellas and whitefellas’ try to do things together in Australia’s western 

deserts might be worked through, the chapter turns on the author’s realisation of the role of the 

authorial position in generating, following Verran, the ‘found’ object, which (somehow) lies outside 

the world in which it is supposed to exist. This realisation in turn brings other moments to light, and 

through narrativizing one particular moment, an alternative authorial position is posited which 

avoids the generation of a narrative of incommensurability, the possibility for which was generated 

through the interpretive process itself.    
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Our ‘formal’ task here (my wife and I are employed in the Warlayirti Artists Culture Centre in the 

community of Wirrimanu (Balgo), Western Australia) is to work with the artists and their families to 

establish some sort of tourism enterprise, which would diversify the employment opportunities for 

people in the community. I say ‘formal’ to highlight that there are potentially many other tasks that 

are part of this and which may be just as important, even if not explicitly articulated. The money 

enabling us to take on this task, three years of operational funds, was secured by the organisation’s 

Director from the federal government Department of Transport and Regional Services ‘Sustainable 

Regions’ program. The program, called Teaching Kids, Teaching Tourists, Sharing Culture, seeks to 

develop strategies that would enable the (Aboriginal) community, through tourism, to develop work 

options that would allow them to develop an enterprise from a perspective of ‘strength and 

knowledge’. The philosophical basis of this is that their culture is the foundation of success, following 

a template that art had used many years earlier and is continuing to do. In practice, we will try to 

work with anyone who is interested in trying to make this place (the Culture Centre) and the activities 

that come from it, meaningful, hopefully in ways that meet everyone’s needs. One of the things we 

have heard is that this building (the Culture Centre) ‘dropped from the sky,’ by which people mean 

that they did not feel that they were a part of making it happen, have no strong sense that it belongs 

to them, or that they see it as a vehicle for supporting their cultural aspirations. This situation is what 

the project we’re here to work on aims in part to rectify.  

Having worked in Aboriginal places, and with Aboriginal people, before, we are both conscious that 

the ‘formal’ task must take a back seat, while we get to know people and allow them to get to know 

us. Perhaps then, we can focus on what the contract says we are here to do. We take this approach 

not because we think the formal task is not important, just that we know that there is no way it can 

be achieved without being responsive to the context, which includes the people, the place and the 

organisation. One thing we do know is that we have a lot to learn… 
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A significant complicator in our formal task is that there is no tourism ‘market’ here. If we are lucky, 

we might get two sets of travellers a week coming through here, most of them grey nomads 7who 

are watching what they spend, and almost certainly have not come to visit the Art and Culture 

Centres exclusively. Most likely they are on a 4WD adventure, heading north to adventure in the 

Kimberley (the Gibb River Road ‘pilgrimage’?), or more intrepidly, taking on the Canning Stock Route, 

which starts not far from here. Either way it’s highly unlikely they are here for the art, and even less 

likely for a cultural experience. And even if they are here for the art, the likelihood that they are also 

hanging around long enough to engage in a tourist activity for which they are willing to pay properly 

is low. So, we wonder, here at the outset, of the viability of the task we have been set? And this is 

before we have even got to know anyone and understood anything of what people are aspiring to 

here… 

Fast forward some months and we feel like we are making progress, not on the commercial viability 

side of our task, but at least on getting the lie of the land and some sense of what people feel is 

important. It is critical, at this point, not to overstate what we know here; we have only been here a 

short while in the scheme of things, and to contend that we have a strong sense of the rhythms, the 

politics, or the hopes and fears of the people of this place in this time is fanciful. Yet, at the same time 

there are things we are doing that are clearly engaging the people we are doing things with. At the 

core of this is that we are actively seeking to be responsive of course; people are telling us what they 

would like to do, and we are doing what we can with them to make those things happen. We are 

able to do this, at least in part, by virtue of our positions; we are in ‘command’ of valued resources, 

most particularly our vehicle (an 11 seat Toyota Troop Carrier, aka troopie), but also chainsaws, 

crowbars, jerry cans and the ability to generate purchase orders which allow us to order in things 

from elsewhere. 

 
7 A term commonly used in Australia to denote retired people, mostly couples, who, having been freed from 
their work commitments, choose to travel via road in remote and regional Australia, mostly during the 
southern winter. 
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One of the things we felt we needed to develop an understanding of as we went along is where the 

inspiration for the Teaching Kids, Teaching Tourists, Sharing Culture program came from. We felt 

that this would allow us to understand better what people were concerned about and how they felt 

the Culture Centre and the program would be able to assist them to do things they valued. It’s clear 

that there is a sense that options for people within the community to do things for remuneration that 

acknowledged them as Aboriginal people who are from this place are limited. One of the few options 

where people have the freedom to work in the ways they like, and be recompensed for it, is through 

art production. However, there is also the understanding that not everyone makes a good living out 

of art. Some people in the community, mostly very senior people, sell paintings for many thousands 

of dollars each, and their work is always in demand, but for most artists this is not the case. This 

leads to sometimes chaotic scenes on ‘money morning’ when these esteemed artists, through a 

formal process in the Art Centre, distribute their income amongst their family, many of whom jostle 

for funds to buy things they could never hope to buy on their welfare incomes. Regardless, while it is 

Aboriginal ‘culture’ that provides the backdrop for the art and the income it delivers, there is 

awareness that for most people, art cannot provide them with riches no matter how hard they try, or 

how many paintings they produce. The fact that art from Wirrimanu sells well both nationally and 

internationally, providing some people with generous incomes, demonstrates that Aboriginal culture 

is valued somewhere, so how else can it be leveraged to provide people with an income? 

But this is not all, there is also a hope that findings ways to generate income through cultural activity 

will demonstrate the value of this culture in generating a local economy in a broader sense, so that 

rather than their Aboriginality being seen as some kind of deficit, it will be seen as an asset. People 

are most particularly concerned about the effects of negative perceptions of Aboriginality on their 

children, who they say grow up ‘carefree’ until they were ten or eleven, at which point they suddenly 

realise the ‘rest of the world’ is not made for people like ‘them’. They say these messages- that being 

Aboriginal is a problem- come from kartiya (white) teachers (by no means all of them), from other 

kartiya employed in the community, from television and from their visits to other places like Halls 
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Creek, Broome and Kununurra. Older people know that they can not counter all these messages, and 

indeed they have all received them themselves. Yet despite this, people still have pride in being 

Aboriginal, and the sense that it is the source of making things better for them and their children, is 

strong. The Teaching Kids, Teaching Tourists, Sharing Culture project is a small chance to do 

something that will support this wider agenda. 

One commercial avenue that appears to be holding some promise has come through negotiations 

with a tourism operator whose business is to host small groups, flying across northern Australia in 

small planes visiting remote Aboriginal art centres on organised tours. Many of the clients of these 

tours are serious art collectors. These tours are irregular and, from where I sit, expensive (as you 

could imagine). They embark out of Darwin and fly west, visiting a small number of art centres across 

the Kimberley, including Balgo, before heading into the southern half of the Northern Territory and 

finally north back to Darwin. The business operator has formed strong bonds with the art centres, 

and the tours are valued by both the tourists and the art centres they visit. Our talks have centred on 

offering groups who come to Wirrimanu the option to stay longer, and after they have finished their 

Art Centre tour take a ‘cultural’ tour, for which her customers would pay a nominal price in the first 

instance, as we would be trialling the tours and could not guarantee what the offering would be. 

As our arrangement with the fly in operator was solidifying, we intensified our talks with the main 

players in the Culture Centre’s project. Some of these discussions were semi-formal- sitting around in 

the office- but most of them were informal, occurring within conversations that attended doing other 

things We discussed what kind of things people thought tourists would like to see, how these things 

would be helpful for teaching children, and what was feasible, given time and resource constraints. 

Together we agreed that the tourists needed to get out of the community, and the people we talked 

to felt they needed to “see something that was important to us.” Whatever it was needed to be not 

that far away and give the tourists a feel for what it meant to be a desert person; something more 

than just something aesthetically pleasing- Wirrimanu sits on the edge of a spectacular escarpment, 
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which is often the first place new comers to the community are taken. People agreed that while this 

was something that tourists would like to see, it did not hold any particular cultural significance that 

would illustrate for the tourists what they were trying to express. Part of the challenge in this is that 

Wirrimanu itself is located on land that is not particularly productive (in food terms) for people who 

are nomadic, and for whom knowing where, and when, food is likely to be found (as was the case 

prior to colonisation) is a vital consideration. For this reason, the land Wirrmanu is on, and the land 

around it, would have been visited sparingly by the Ngardi and Kukatja people who moved around 

the area, and then only in times of plenty. The reason the community is now located here is because 

of the reliable water (sourced from underground), which, while hard as nails, is a resource no 

settlement can survive without! This means that there are not a lot of spectacular or ‘interesting’ 

sites close by to the community in terms of what might appeal to a group of tourists but which also 

tell something of the people of the place. 

We’ve been having a range of discussions with what we think of as our ‘reference group,’ an informal 

group of up to ten people who are helping to organise and govern the development of the Culture 

Centre in general, and the tourism venture in particular. One of our discussion topics was what they 

thought would be of interest to tourists, itself an interesting exercise in intercultural imagination. In 

these discussions the ‘sharing culture’ element is always present, people want to explain who they 

are, as Aboriginal people, from this place, so that they would be actively connecting to their 

ancestors and teaching the young people something about the importance of their history and 

culture. These conversations would always turn to place, with two sites consistently emerging from 

these conversations: a waterhole in the escarpment to the south of the community and the old 

mission site to the south west. Both were about the same distance from Wirrimanu, maybe half an 

hour’s drive, but were meaningful for quite different reasons. The waterhole in the escarpment was 

one of the rare places in the surrounding country where water would linger following rain, meaning 

that people could base themselves in the area for longer than they would be able to otherwise, 

generating the possibility of exploiting the food sources nearby that would emerge following rain. 
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The cliff walls surrounding the waterhole also provided places where people could paint, knowing 

that the images would be protected from the weather, and thus there are a range of paintings which 

detail the exploits of dreaming creatures and how the land and people came into being. The old 

mission site is where the Pallotines8 set up their mission part of pursuing Bishop Raible’s strategy for 

the Pallotines to ‘take over’ the Kimberley (Ganter n.d). This is a site of some significance to many of 

the families who live in Wirrimanu because it is where they, or their forebears, began the process of 

changing their lives from one roaming the desert to a more or less sedentary one. It entailed a loss of 

autonomy but gains as well, as the mission meant access to reliable food and water, which in this 

part of the world was a blessing that many people saw as too good to pass up.  

Through these conversations the group decided that the old mission would be a good place to start 

the tourism ‘experiment’. The rationale for this decision was because it was the most inclusive way of 

proceeding; almost everyone in the community had a link to it, and thus everyone could feel entitled 

to talk about it in some way (i.e.it did not entail discussing secret/sacred business). The rockhole site, 

in contrast, would need further, quite likely complex, negotiations within the community as the 

responsibility for the site, which accompanied the right to speak about it, was bound up with complex 

local politics. The people we were talking with thought that it might be possible to take paying 

tourists there at some point, but to ensure that doing such a thing did not create problems in the 

community it would need to be approached sensitively, and even then, there were no guarantees 

about the outcome. As a result, the mission site was chosen as the best place to start. 

So, this was one of the many challenges in this task ticked off. Next, we would get down to the more 

practical elements of conducting a trial tour, with us as the people paid to implement the project, 

always keeping in view how this might be expanded down the track. This notion of ‘expansion’ 

always sat in the background. Regardless of what we did or decided to do, we, as the employees, 

 
8 A society of the Catholic Church which actively ran and established Missions in the Kimberley region of 
Western Australia in the first part of the 20th century. 
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always seemed to be asking ourselves the question of ‘how will this be systematised’? By which we 

meant, what is the process through which an idea is transformed into an agreed and settled 

practice? This question was important to us; however, it did not seem that the people we were 

working with were at all focused on it. For them, this opportunity to discuss options, and how they 

might be put into practice was a question of the here and now. They were much more concerned 

about who was around, what was going on, what else might come up; their concern was not on 

replicability or commercial viability, it seemed to be about how do you make a ‘something’ happen 

(when you’ve never really engaged in ‘doing’ the world in this specific, and possibly peculiar, way) in 

the right way here and now, which (we presumed) included questions and considerations of which we 

had little idea. So, we needed to learn something of doing things in a way we were not used to, and 

which entailed attempting to relinquish our concern around how things like this ‘could’ be made to 

work. We needed instead, to focus on a different way of doing the world, which was indeed part of 

the point of us being there in the first place, despite what the contract might say, at least for us.    

Other topics we discussed were more humdrum, but no less necessary, in terms of the overall task. 

We talked about the economics and practicalities of a tourism enterprise, in which questions like 

‘how much do you think people would be willing to pay?’, ‘what do you think tourists will want to 

hear about?’ and ‘do you think that training for potential tour guides is a good idea?’ were discussed 

to greater or lesser degrees. Even though we feel that these issues around practical sustainability are 

pertinent to our longer-term aim, and that they have been discussed willingly and openly, we do not 

get any feeling from anyone that we should be trying to codify in advance what we should do. Thus, 

there is no interest in seeking to prescribe the in advance the numbers of local people who should 

come along, nor any feeling that we should prepare in any formal way ‘presentations’ for the 

consumption of the tourists at the old mission. The overwhelming sense is that whoever wants should 

come and that everything will sort itself out when we are out there on the old mission site. 
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When the day for the first tour finally arrives, the atmosphere at the Art Centre is one of excitement. 

We’ve been told that these flying tours to the Art Centre always generate a sense of anticipation, 

with the possibility of people’s art being sold possibly higher than at any other time. The sense of 

excitement is also palpable in the afternoon, following a vibrant morning in the Art Centre, where the 

artists, their families and the tourists mixed, but it is of a different sort as we pile into the two 

troopies, ready to go on the tour. We have the half dozen ‘tourists,’ our guinea pigs, along with three 

or four old people, a bigger number of middle-aged people, including our two co-workers, and maybe 

half a dozen young people, all packed into the vehicles and ready for our first tour.  

After bumping our way down the escarpment road and out through the flat lands, where the 

landscape opens out in front of us revealing the expansiveness of the desert in a way you don’t sense 

in the community. After a bumpy ride we arrive at the old mission site, whereupon everyone piles 

back out of the troopies. Much as it does not seem quite right, it is left to me to do some kind of 

introduction to the ‘tour,’ which basically consists of me giving a little bit of back story to how this all 

came about. I am reluctant to say anything about the old mission itself (even though it feels like this 

would be the appropriate thing for someone introducing a tour to do). I force myself to follow the 

feeling of the people we’ve been discussing it with and just let it unfold without too much 

prescription, providing a small story about the how this tourism venture came about. After a minute 

or two, in which the kids have already seen fit to take off and start running around, I hand it over, 

asking if anyone else would like to say anything. No-one follows up with a ‘whole group’ talk of the 

likes of the one I’ve just provided, and one or two of the old people just start walking away toward 

the buildings, with their relatives in tow. The tourists, having talked with many of these people in the 

morning at the Art Centre, attach themselves to each of the groups that have formed and start 

walking and talking with them, as they do so, most of the kids gravitate back to their family groups 

and listen in. The middle-aged people in each of the groups speak better English than the old people 

and seem to be translating for the tourists. All the old people here today were born in the desert and 

lived the first part of their lives living the nomadic lives of their forebears, gathering food, 
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participating in ceremonies, and knowing the desert in a very different way to those born after the 

missions’s establishment. It is clear that these old people are the ones setting the agenda, pointing to 

things, saying things, which the younger people relay to the tourists and any children who are paying 

attention. 

We deliberately keep clear of the groups, conscious that it is not our job to run this thing, even 

though it also feels slightly wrong not to participate more actively. As we watch on, interestedly, 

each of the groups takes different routes around the site. The tourists appear respectful and curious, 

asking questions and listening patiently to the answers they are given. It is heartening to watch this; 

the Aboriginal people are clearly in control of the agenda and seem to be enjoying their role in telling 

stories to the tourists, who for their part seem genuinely absorbed and are soaking up this unique 

opportunity. We have no idea what they are talking about, but we are not concerned, we are 

allowing the event to unfold in whatever way it does. Our feeling is that whatever happens there will 

be much to talk about afterwards that will be valuable as we pursue the longer-term goal of turning 

this into something that resembles a structured tourism offering. 

After a while it seems that some of the old people are getting tired, and first one group, then the 

others, starts moving back toward the vehicles. The excitement that was present as we set off does 

not appear to have dissipated significantly, and everyone is smiling. We get back into the troopies 

and head back to the community. There is more talk in the back of the vehicles as we bump our way, 

using an alternative route, back to Wirrimanu, providing an opportunity to see different aspects of 

the desert landscape along the way. 

Back in the community we talk briefly with the tourists, keen to get their perspectives on what they 

had just experienced. The overwhelming message is that people thought the afternoon was fantastic, 

the intimacy of the way the tour was run, and the space it provided for them to spend quality time 

outside the Art Centre with the people was something they valued highly, and most said it was one of 

the highlights of their trip thus far.  
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In the days and weeks following we had a number of follow up discussions with people who were 

involved in the tour, trying to find out from them what they thought; what they liked, found difficult 

and what we might learn from the trial tour in terms of thinking about a potential enterprise. The 

main feedback was that the great things was the opportunity the tour provided for multiple 

generations of people to be out on country telling stories to tourists. In creating this opportunity 

people felt like we had fulfilled what they thought the aim of the project was- enabling them to use 

their own knowledge to share their culture with tourists at the same time as teaching their children 

about their own history- and it did it in ways that respected how knowledge should be made, with old 

people in lead roles. At no point was there a sense that the value of the exercise lay in the possibility 

of generating ongoing jobs, so while the trial tour was undoubtedly good, it meant that significant 

questions remained unanswered, questions that went to the heart of what the project was proposed 

to be about: setting up tourism ventures that would provide more opportunities for employment in a 

community in which such opportunities were few and far between.  

There was no enthusiasm for nominating particular people to become tour guides; it was very clear 

that the model of having only a few people work as tour guides was not what they were looking for. 

The position seemed to be that this opportunity should be open to anyone who was prepared to 

participate, and that everyone had their own story to tell. There was likewise no concern that a tour 

might have more tour guides than tourists; the economic logic that inhabited our thinking seemingly 

absent from theirs. However, one of the older women said that every adult who would participate, 

the identity of whom could not be prescribed in advance, must be paid if they were to do this work. 

Everyone agreed; people needed to be paid for this work, and that included all the adults who had 

participated, or would in the future. There was no budging on this point: everyone should be paid if 

they came along, and it was clear that in their eyes the success of this tour lay in the opportunity it 

provided for multiple generations of people to do work together which focused on them as Aboriginal 

people. I was thrown off balance, simultaneously they seemed to be saying that ‘we are doing this 

because our young people need to know about who they are, and it is our job to teach them’ at the 
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same time as saying ‘we are doing this as a service to others, there is no sense that we should do this 

voluntarily’, and yet also saying that ‘we reject the proposition that this should be organised in some 

way that allows what ‘it’ is to be known in advance.’ I could not see how all the propositions made 

sense together, each of them understandable as a particular sentiment about a specific thing, but I 

could not see how you could have all the things collectively. It seemed to me a case of wanting to 

have one’s cake while eating it too. Not being the first time to have confronted a situation in which 

the (seeming) logics of Aboriginal people confounded my own, I knew I did not have to find an 

answer there and then, but I also saw that finding a way through this was going to take more work 

than I first thought. 

In the end we ran one more successful tour, but other issues in our employment arose that meant 

that we left the community before we were able to work through many of the thorny issues that held 

the key to whether or not the project would succeed in the ‘long-term’, noting that how success (and 

even the validity of the concept ‘long-term’) might be defined was an open question.  

The story, as I have told it here, has as its focus a single event- the tour- and the processes that led 

up to it, as well as some of my thinking that accompanied this journey. While developing and 

running the tour was our ‘core’ activity, it was not the only activity in which we invested time and 

effort, however everything we did had one eye on its role in developing the tourism enterprise. The 

tour, as an event, was a success in the eyes and minds of those who participated in it, evidenced by 

the feedback we received from the range of participants. As a collective activity it ‘met the needs’ of 

those who made it, even though it could not be told in advance what those needs were. All we know 

is that people participated in something they valued and were pleased as a result. It also provided 

evidence that what we were doing was on the right track and at the same time it also set the scene 

for the continuation of such events, as the good will created enabled the ongoing participation of 

those who constituted the event, the tourists, the locals and us as the Culture Centre staff. At this 

point we felt that we had a lot of freedom to pursue activities that we felt would position the 
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Culture Centre as something members of the community felt they had some stake in; we were 

confident that by liaising closely with people we would be able to support their cultural aspirations 

and generate activity that manifested them.   

Irreconcilable difference? 
 

As indicated, the main, formally articulated task of the Business Development Manager at Warlayirti 

Artists was to develop a tourism enterprise using a social enterprise model. The development of the 

Culture Centre’s tourism venture as a ‘social enterprise’ encodes that it has two interconnected 

goals: the delivery of social outcomes through the development of an income generating entity 

(which does not mean that it needs to necessarily make a profit). Like all social enterprises, how 

these two goals are balanced was something that needed to be worked out in practice. As a venture 

located in Balgo we took this to mean the development of a commercial operation that was viable 

both in the terms of the contract and the demands of the local people to provide opportunities for 

people to ‘show’ their culture and teach their children. Initially, it appeared to me that the heart of 

disconcertment I experienced was one of the relation between the task that I took on, developing 

this enterprise, and the agendas that arose through the doing of this task. In an overall way, I felt 

that there was no real possibility of achieving the goal in the sense of making a ‘one-world’ version 

of the venture that was ok for everyone (funders, the organisation, people who lived in the 

community, tour operators and the tourists who might come). That is, my initial sense was that the 

disconcertment I felt was because there were irreconcilable imperatives, and that I took the origin of 

this problem to be the contract.  

Following my logic that the contract was the decisive configuring mechanism in my disconcertment, 

my understanding was that there were two sides to the dilemma that arose. As such, the picture 

that emerged suggested that the two sides of that dilemma were as follows: on the one hand there 

was the (seemingly not unreasonable) expectation that the tourism enterprise should make some 

money, or at least be actively trying to. As it was, it depended on the inputs of the grant to enable 
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the tours that did take place to take place, and that without some movement toward income 

generation, the likelihood that any further money would be received was remote (at best). In strict 

terms the goal was the development of an enterprise which sought to be fiscally responsible, even if 

it could not cover all its costs, as the outcomes of local enterprise, employment, meaningful activity 

etc. were valuable enough to warrant the provision of funding. On the other hand, the grant was 

provided specifically to generate opportunities to ‘teach children, teach tourists and share culture’, 

and it seems unreasonable to expect that, in order to achieve these outcomes, people should 

organise themselves in ways that were not only foreign to them, but also undesirable, particularly if 

‘social’ outcomes were a goal. The Culture Centre, in the eyes of Balgo residents, was there to 

support their culture as Aboriginal people, and if it was to do this properly, and not create problems 

in the community, it could not be seen to only provide opportunities only to a select few (which 

taking the economics of the situation seriously would suggest). Further, expecting it to be structured 

along lines that came from elsewhere would seem to fly in the face of the originating logic- that it 

was people’s Aboriginality (and all that it entails) that needed to be the basis of making something 

that worked. But what could be learnt from delving further into this seemingly unsolvable 

conundrum? 

The changing lives of desert people 
 

This notion of there being irreconcilable differences between how Aboriginal people and those who 

have come to this country in the last 250 years conceptualise the world is hardly new (Stanner 1979, 

Berndt and Berndt 1988 [1964], Tonkinson and Tonkinson 2010). That such problems would be 

minimised if things were done differently, invariably accompanies such accounts, however the core 

theory of incompatible worlds being forced by circumstance to work together, and failing (in overall 

terms), is a general story for this context. For the purposes of interrogating my story, and the 

disconcertment that arose, I am going to use two texts which were suggested to me as ways of 

making sense of my Balgo experiences, as a way to attempt to use my disconcertment to not end up 
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in a place of irreconcilability. The first of these is ‘Crossed Purposes’ by Ralph Folds and the second is 

‘Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self’ by Fred Myers. These books are both based on experiences the (non-

Aboriginal) authors had with people of what are now known as the Western deserts (which, for the 

purposes of this study encompasses the Great Sandy, Gibson, and Tanami deserts), of which most of 

those in Balgo are. Some of the people in Balgo call themselves Pintupi, which connects them to 

country to the south of Balgo. Myers makes the point that the use of Pintupi as a name to describe a 

group of people has only been used since white contact (Myers 1986 p28). I remember sitting 

around a fire with two old men, Brandy Tjungarrayi and Tjumpo Tjapananka, both of whom were 

born in the desert, and spent more than 20 years living a semi-nomadic lifestyle before moving into 

settlements, while they argued over what they should be called. Tjumpo was adamant that he was 

Pintupi “I’m Pintupi me!” Brandy was equally unwavering in his position that Pintupi was a ‘made up’ 

name and they should be known as Kukatja. These two men, although they lived at Balgo, were born 

in, lived the first part of their lives in, and understood their ancestral home to be, country now 

commonly called Pintupi, yet still they did not agree what they should be called. Through the 

passage of the 20th Century the bulk of the population of the Western deserts moved from roaming 

over vast tracts of land to settle in what are now called ‘communities’, including Haasts Bluff, 

Papunya and Balgo. Later, there was movement from these communities to other smaller 

settlements, often called outstations, but the core transition from a semi-nomadic existence that 

characterised life in the Western deserts before the 20th century, to fixed settlements had taken 

place by the middle of the century. This did not mean that people were not still mobile in some 

sense, but it was between fixed settlements rather than across country, from waterhole to 

waterhole, tracking the food that was available according to the seasons and weather, and meeting 

up with others doing the same thing, as it would have been previously.  

The move to fixed settlements inevitably meant changes to the lives of people who formerly roamed 

across the desert, but of course it does not change, at least in the immediate sense, the way that 

‘life’ is understood by them. In Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self, an ethnographic account of Pintupi life 
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written in the early 1980s, Myers focused on the precarious achievement of Pintupi ‘society’ which 

he saw as arising through the decision-making processes of individuals. Rather than starting with the 

‘group’ as the core organising unit, a process common in anthropological work concerning mobile 

people prior to the 1970s, Myers starts with the life histories of a number of people he spent 

considerable time with, and from them develops an account that focuses on the day to day realities 

of how each individual lived their life with other people. From this he develops a picture that sees 

the groups that people invariably form as stable but changing accomplishments of individual 

decision-making processes. This does not mean that he thinks that the ‘selves’ of individual Pintupi 

people are ontologically prior to the ‘groups’ that they live their lives with, but that his observations 

of the reality of Aboriginal lives in the Western deserts (in the period he was there) shows that 

groups are not fixed, and that their constitution is always changing as people move about the desert. 

He theorises that this is because of the primacy people invest in the notion of autonomy, which itself 

is identified as something that inheres in people by virtue of their coming to be through the country. 

Everyone who is born is related to country, inseparable from it (through this relation) and its 

animating principles, which are, in turn, thought to be beyond human purview. These animating 

principles, which are also understood to be (in) the country, recognised locally by a number of 

names, Tjukurrpa and Tingarri being the most well-known, these are glossed in Australian English as 

‘the Dreaming,’ a nebulous concept for non-Aboriginal Australians and virtually impossible to define.  

With the move to fixed settlements new issues emerged. These issues were thought problematic by 

both those running the settlements and Aboriginal residents, though the desire on the part of state 

and religious actors for Aboriginal people to settle under their auspices was also produced by their 

understanding that the lives that Aboriginal people were already living were problematic somehow. 

So, the notion of two distinct societies who valued different things was established at the outset of 

contact between white people and Aboriginal people. Those who established the settlements felt 

that they were offering Aboriginal people something that they would come to value, even if they 

didn’t immediately, while the Aboriginal people (presumably) saw the process somewhat differently. 



 115 

Old people in Balgo told me that they were first enticed to the (old) mission by the offer of free 

wheat grain, that they would take and grind on their grindstones, valuing the ‘soft’ damper they 

could make from it (it was quite different to that made from the seeds they customarily gathered). 

So, from the beginning there was no shared sense that what was being developed between those 

who established the settlements, and those who the settlements were established ‘for’, even 

though, obviously, Aboriginal people had not asked for these settlements to be established on 

country they knew to be their own. As such Aboriginal people developed their own theories of the 

relations between themselves and those who established the settlements, seemingly without any 

awareness of those establishing them that they were doing it, or that those theories would impact 

their (now) collective life.   

Policy problems? 
 

Ralph Folds lived with Pintupi people for more than ten years, and his experience, as the Principal of 

the Walungurru school (Walungurru is the Pintupi name for the place also known as Kintore), is the 

basis for his book, Crossed Purposes: the Pintupi and Australia's Indigenous Policy (2001). The 

picture he paints of Pintupi life is respectful and caring, acknowledging their contributions to his life 

and the lessons he feels to have learnt from his time in Walungurru and with Pintupi people. His 

central thesis seems to be that Pintupi people have their own vibrant culture, in which they value 

sociality above materiality, and that outsiders do not only not understand this, but see their society 

as deficient and in need of assistance. This (mis)understanding by outsiders of what Pintupi value, 

along with the ‘interpretation’ that Pintupi are deficient in their current state, underlies the 

mismatch between endeavours meant for the benefit of Pintupi, and their implementation in the 

communities of the Western deserts. This is a problem that he sees no real solution to, embedded as 

it is firstly in the unconscious prejudices of policy makers, secondly, encoded in the policies they 

develop, and finally, enacted by people working in paid positions who are often the ones who bear 
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the brunt of trying to be accountable to two ‘audiences’ simultaneously according to vastly different 

criteria (Folds 2001).  

Folds identifies that the core problem, as he sees it, is that Indigenous policy is made by those who 

have no knowledge or interest in the people who are it’s (supposed) beneficiaries. What is more, his 

contention is that policy designers come to their task with a sense that Indigenous people’s culture is 

disintegrating, and that they need external assistance to help them to transition into the modern 

world. His reading of this transition process (in the minds of those proposing it), is that policy 

designers believe that it may require some benevolent, if paternalistic, intervention for people who 

suffer from ‘profound colonisation’ and may not realise what they lack. Folds’ experience shows him 

that Pintupi have no sense of lack, and on the contrary, they are proud people who still, together, 

form a “society of fiercely independent individuals leading sustaining lives” (Folds 2001 p4). His 

contention, that Indigenous policy seems in large part to be devised without any sense of how it will 

be experienced on the ground, seems sound. Folds is not interested in the political processes that 

accompany policy development in places other than which it is implemented (for example Canberra, 

Australia’s national capital); his focus is on where the policy hits the ground. Using examples of 

conversations to demonstrate what Pintupi people value, and how that cuts across the logics of 

programs that are meant to be ‘helping’ people, he shows that the logics embedded in policy do not 

meet Pintupi people’s understanding of how the relationship between them and the government 

should work. However, while he shows the frustrations that go along with being charged with the 

one who must implement policy, he does not illuminate the processes by which the tensions he 

identifies are managed or worked through. Instead, the object on one side of the process remains a 

nebulous entity- the ‘bureaucracy’ or the ‘government’- which when invoked is rendered monolithic, 

and unable to worked with in any meaningful sense.  

Autonomy, responsibility and ‘right’ behaviour 
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Myers’ ethnography has a different focus; he is interested in how Pintupi make sense of their own 

lives through their actions, and his account is detailed and wide ranging. One of his core 

observations is that Pintupi individuals prize autonomy and see this is a key attribute of humans: the 

ability, right and necessity of ‘being in charge’ of one’s own decisions (regardless of age). The 

centrality of this seems at odds with the general outsider’s understanding, which attributes to 

Aboriginal people a particular kind of ‘community spirit’, where individuals find their place as part of 

a communal and consensus-based society. However, his point is that in Pintupi society, autonomy 

can only be achieved through meeting the obligations of the people to whom one is related. 

Autonomy in this sense is not the achievement of being disconnected from people, the freedom to 

run one’s own affairs separate from others, rather it is the self-directed meeting of the needs of 

others to whom one is obligated. The complement of this autonomy in social terms is the extension 

of the assumption of autonomy to others. Thus, Pintupi people will be very careful not to impinge on 

the ability of others to make choices for themselves, even where this may entail personal cost. This 

reluctance to tell others what to do ramifies across society, for example children are understood to 

be self-directed, with maturity being achieved slowly, its development observed by more senior 

people, evidenced by when people are seen to understand and enact their responsibilities to others.   

This observation by Myers is relevant for my story, in that the members of group that emerged 

under the auspices of the Culture Centre’s tourism project were adamant that there could be no 

movement toward encoding a system that entailed even the potential of the curtailment of the 

autonomy that people prize. To do so would be to do ‘the wrong thing’ by those charged with the 

overseeing role, as well as opening them up to accusations of acting ‘wrong way’ by others. Thus, my 

unconscious sense that the development of the tourism enterprise entailed the creation of a 

‘structure’ that would ‘fit’ the needs of both the funders and the people of Balgo people is part of, if 

not all, of the ‘problem’, understood as something I created, rather than something that existed 

objectively. The members of the reference group seem quite clear on how things should proceed, 

and how they should behave in order to make the enterprise come to life, that this may not meet 
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the needs of others implicated in it (for example the tourists who sign up for a tour) is immaterial. In 

the minds of Balgo people this is the way life is; those, any, others, are also understood to value 

their autonomy, and thus it is their job to respect that autonomy that people will be understood to 

be enacting in any situation, as they are understood to be enacting theirs. So, the conundrum 

becomes mine, and the question gets asked again- who, ultimately, is this venture for?  

This background, reflecting on two significant works developed on the ground in the Western 

deserts, has been provided to ground the juxtaposition of my account of disconcertment against 

accounts developed that have sought to make sense of the difficulties that ensue as whitefellas and 

blackfellas find themselves together (in this case in the Western deserts) trying to ‘do things.’ That 

these ‘things’ are supposed to benefit Aboriginal people, but for some reason are continually beset 

with issues that give rise to the cry of ‘incommensurability’, which is invoked as an (attempt at) 

explanation of why things seem not to work, is what needs to be examined, and potentially 

explained. That is: why is the common default explanatory position in such situation, one which I 

could see myself coming to, ‘incommensurability’ between cultures, when clearly all sorts of things 

work on all sorts of levels, but which, for some reason don’t result in an ongoing sense of ‘success’ in 

an overall sense? Part of this entails working out who is measuring success and on what terms, but 

this is something that is secondary at this point.  

Authorial positioning effects 
 

In terms of general observations about the books the first thing relevant for my juxtaposition is the 

authorial positions Folds and Myers take. Myers account is classically ethnographic; he is not trying 

to develop a political economy account of the problems Pintupi experience navigating the 

contemporary world at the end of the twentieth century (like Folds is). Rather, he is trying to provide 

insight into the life of the Pintupi by crafting an account which he says was produced through a 

dialectic process, in which he, as an ethnographer (which he acknowledges entails a past and a 

‘culture’), focuses his attention on the ‘reality’ of other human subjects. He says that the task of the 
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reader is to use his account to “look through the construction to a reality it attempts to represent” 

(Myers 1986 p13). Folds’ account is trying to make sense of what he calls ‘crossed purposes’, the 

mismatch between the life goals pursued by Pintupi, and the ones imagined for them, when they 

meet in the programs that are the face of Australia’s Indigenous policy prescriptions. Central to this 

thesis of ‘crossed purposes’ is that Pintupi experience are supposed to be the ‘beneficiaries’ of these 

policies, yet almost without fail, their intent and implementation do not meet Pintupi needs. It is by 

virtue of his position as someone enmeshed in this process on which his account’s legitimacy rests.  

Strangely then, for me, is the fact that Folds’ account is not peppered with more personal anecdotes 

about situations in which this tension manifested itself and the way he navigated them ‘well 

enough’. That he must have been able to is attested to by the fact that he lived in Walungurru for 

more than ten years in a significant position (in Western terms); he was the principal of the school. 

However, it seems conspicuous that he appears in very few of the dilemmas he refers to. Instead, he 

positions them almost as ‘naturally occurring’ phenomena, occurrences that a trained observer 

might be able to identify the constituents of, but which proceed seemingly without any agency on 

behalf of any of the actors. I can only wonder at why Folds chose to present his account in this way, 

but part of it might be the (social science) view that too much authorial ‘presence’ renders the 

account biased (partial) and thus not an account of the world as it ‘really is’. Perhaps conscious that 

readers would think of his account as biased if he was too ‘present’, he is more absent as a figure 

than one might envisage, given his life in the community. As two examples of ‘examined life with 

Pintupi,’ the books focus on different elements of those lives. Read together, they provide valuable 

insight into the way life (might be) thought about by Pintupi as a way of helping someone like me to 

‘make sense’ of what are puzzling encounters. But their authorial positions also provides clues as to 

why these accounts end up being of limited usefulness in working through how knowledge of the 

‘other’ might translate into changed practices required if the day to day encounters workers for 

organisations and Aboriginal people in places like Balgo are to be more respectful, and not end up at 

the dead end of ‘incommensurable aspirations’.  
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Part of the issue of why these accounts, while interesting and illuminating, are of limited use to me 

and that is because they come at their task in a different way to me. In these accounts each author is 

positioned ‘outside’ the phenomena they describe. In seeing what they see, they follow an 

ethnographic truism, in which society is seen as a symbolically-structured phenomenon which is 

internally consistent. By taking as a given that society must follow ‘rules’, they develop 

understandings of the meanings of the social world they observe (even as they are present in its 

workings in the course of making these observations) through developing interpretations through 

observing acts which ‘contain’ the rules which actors follow. As ethnographers, albeit of different 

types, they have in their own ways, had to contend with the issues that Peter Winch outlines in his 

book ‘The Idea of a Social Science’ (Winch 1990 [1958]). The way Winch discusses it, the issue for the 

ethnographer is twofold: how they understand the ‘rules’ that govern the society they are observing, 

as well as how they ‘follow the rules’ that govern their own investigation. As Kathryn Pyne Addeson 

notes in her book ‘Moral Passages’ this is an issue of double participation, of accountability under 

two regimes of knowledge making (Pyne Addelson 1994). However before dealing with that issue 

there is another issue that needs to be discussed. Understanding that observed actions constitute 

examples of societal rules as ‘rules’ in practice, brings a question of interpretation: how is the 

observer to understand the understandings of the actor who acts? To deal with this issue the 

observer must seek to understand how the actor understands their own actions. While in theory this 

seems sound, it is unavoidable that the person observing the action, and then crafting the account, 

does so from a set of ‘pre-understandings’ of sociality itself, understandings which are not 

necessarily shared by those of whose actions are being interpreted: they are not available for 

empirical analysis in the sense that the phenomena exist separate from those whose actions provide 

evidence for it. There is no way out of what amounts to an interpretive puzzle, if Winch’s logic is to 

be followed to its end. The problem in this, and other situations like it, is the question of how 

interpretation should proceed when there needs to be mediation, not only between languages, but 

between the meanings given to social acts (Mendelson 1979). Both texts appear to rest on a logic 
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which says that the authors’ have managed to eliminate the presuppositions of their own language, 

each somehow grasping “the meaning of his object unencumbered by any points of view alien to it” 

Mendelson (1979 p50). So, while these accounts are sensitive, and clearly developed through 

considerable time spent with Pintupi people (and there is no reason to suppose that they are not 

well founded), they are developed on a foundation in which the object of their study is already 

positioned as something that exists ‘out there,’ available for study and ultimately comprehension. 

And this is one way of doing work, and developing understanding, in places like Balgo, and with 

people like the Pintupi and Kukatja, however, it is not the way I am proceeding.   

The accounts of Myers and Folds are illuminating and help me to see that the dilemma that I am 

experiencing is not unusual when someone like me works with people like the Pintupi or the Kukatja. 

However, I am aware that following their logics, enacted through taking a similar authorial position,  

will probably end up with me arriving at the same point at which I started (and hoped not to end 

up): one of an incommensurability between ‘cultural’ groups. While attractive in explanatory terms- 

seeing the problems that result occurring because people from two cultures who value different 

things being thrust together- this will result in a dead end in terms of my broader aim of making a 

difference. The likely result of following the implicit logics of Folds and Myers would be to end with 

the never-ending prospect of situations in which tensions are bound to occur, with the inevitable 

result is that no practical strategies can be developed. Following this road results in an explanation 

that is useless. In ‘explaining’ the problem, the problem cannot help but occur. Moreover, 

presumably I, like (almost) everyone before me, would, by following the explanatory logic that lies 

behind these two accounts, be bound to ‘find’ a different version of the same thing. I might be able 

to generate an ‘explanation’ of how my particular version of the predicament comes to be, however 

I, like others, will be powerless to do anything as a result of devising it. If I follow this road my I fear 

that my ‘explanation’, would not actually help to address the nub of my disconcertment, and that is 

what I now need to pay attention to. 
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Problem framing, the ‘found’ object and an alternative way forward 
 

To probe further, understanding this issue as an ‘unsolvable conundrum’ depends on a pre-

understanding, (now in the sense of mimesis1, as discussed by Ricoeur in Time and Narrative (1984)), 

in which I (unconsciously) position the ‘agendas’ I identified earlier as the nub of my disconcertment, 

as somehow being mutually exclusive. That is, my sense that in order to order to realise one 

objective of the project, effort to achieve the other would necessarily be sacrificed; one cannot have 

their cake and eat it too. The problem, therefore, emerges in the framing, and in this case almost 

before things have even begun. By conceptualising the problems as being two distinct aspirations in 

conflict, which could be glossed as ‘the immediacy of what people want’ in the ‘here and now’ 

versus the ‘instrument’ (the contract) that encodes the aim of the project, the production of a 

functioning social enterprise. While the contract does not specify actions, it does contain a logic that 

says, ‘whatever you do in the here and now exists only in service of, and relation to, what comes 

later’ (i.e. that there is a period of development which allows you to build something which will last). 

In this way of thinking, the ‘here and now’ is pitted against the ‘long-term’. Equally, the problem 

could be understood as one of structure: that the desire of the group overseeing the project for 

‘everyone to be able to participate’ means that the work to develop something that can be 

marketed and ‘sold’ as a ‘product’ is made immensely difficult, if not impossible, given that ‘product’ 

is essentially unknowable except in very vague terms (and may not actually be delivered when 

promised). In each of these cases an incompatibility has been generated, in the first case of time, 

and in the second, of objective. Their existence appears like an objective fact, and therefore seems 

unable to be broken through. Something needs to give for a solution to be found, but who should 

choose what should give and why, and even if this were the case the core problem remains- one of 

incommensurability? In each case the ‘problem’ has been generated; it does not have an 

independent existence outside the processes that led to its articulation. This being the case, the way 

the ‘problem’ has been generated can be examined, and through that examination different 
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readings might also be produced, which may enable alternative understandings of the situation be 

developed and worked with to create different ways of moving forward.  

I arrive here at a critical junction in the interpretive journey in which I am seeking to understand how 

the disconcertments I experience are generated, and made sense of, as part of the process of 

understanding that contributes to my capacity to ‘make a difference’ in the work that I do. Looking 

at what I have generated in focusing on particular aspects of my narrative through the works of 

Myers and Folds, I am, as noted earlier, in danger of moving towards what might be called, in the 

Latourian sense already discussed, a ‘strong’ explanation where a strong relation between the 

explanans and explanandum is generated (Latour 1988). As such, while focusing on such things as 

‘what Pintupi value’ might have explanatory power, that does not necessarily mean that it 

necessarily helps to do anything about the problem it identifies. It is not that an insight developed 

along these lines might not be valuable, but it overlooks the fact that the problems that do emerge, 

do so because of tensions between the myriad values, responsibilities and accountabilities that 

inhere in any situation in which a range of people, philosophies and technologies come together. 

The way forward, in terms of making a difference, is not the construction of (yet another) armchair 

explanation, but what alternatives exist?  

In encoding the critical difference at the start, and then not focusing on action, but on (supposed) 

meaning, and from that ‘cultural’ practice, results in the difference that was there at the start (but 

not noted explicitly), re-emerging at the end. The actions in which the ‘current’ differences were 

‘found’ always had the difference there because I put it there. If I continue following this process, of 

noting the differences between me, as a member of one culture, and the people of Balgo, as 

members of another, I will only find the difference that I started with. And, in doing this I am not 

looking at the action in which we found ourselves; instead I focus on bits of those actions that show 

the (placed/found) difference. For a way forward, I turn to Verran’s discussion of the ‘found’ object 

in her iterative analysis of Nigerian number practices in Science and an African logic (2001). One 
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logical way for me as a practitioner to use the texts of Myers and Folds has me focusing on what can 

I learn from those texts that is relevant to my experience. Hidden in such a trajectory is a potential 

problem, in which I generate a ‘solution’ which ‘explains’ the problem as one which exists ‘out 

there,’ outside the situation that actually generated the disconcertment in the first place. Verran’s 

analysis seems promising as a way of working though this analytic issue, particularly given the 

ongoing process she describes is a way of working through such issues using narrative as a basis for 

analysis. Her impetus for her book related to her epistemic disconcertments, produced as bodily 

reactions as she observed Nigerian teachers’ methods of teaching measurement. Her 

disconcertments arose as a result of thinking that some of the methods she observed were ‘wrong,’ 

yet also worked, for reasons that did not to make sense to her. In the book, she works through these 

disconcertments in a series of nested texts, produced at different times, showing both how she 

understood the disconcertments initially, and the process by which she worked to ‘re-understand’ 

those disconcertments differently, through writing.  One stage of this interpretive process produced 

a set of analyses in which she (later) recognised that, through adopting a relativist standpoint, she 

thought that she had ‘found’ the answer, but further work revealed that this answer actually 

explained the problem, brought to light by her disconcertment, away. That is, the answer produced 

through her relativist account, which she developed with an anticolonial sentiment, was an answer 

which, while it might have had ‘explanatory power’, actually did not do justice to the disconcertment 

that the account was developed to work through. At the same time, she recounts how these 

accounts hid her participation in making the ‘found’ object, an unwitting, yet exceedingly common, 

academic strategy, which in turn served to imbue her account with an authority that she in turn (not 

explicitly) claims for the object she found. It the nature of academic texts that the authors absence 

provides, when combined with the (unacknowledged) theoretical position of the judging observer, 

the (implicit) claim to authority. Verran, through the book, shows how her anticolonial intent was 

unable to be achieved through the generation of relativist texts, which she acknowledges “remade 

the boundaries she meant to dissolve” Verran (2001 p33). She notes that while the impulse behind 
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the relativist account was to work against a universalising logic, “the inevitable consequence of this 

[relativist] style of argument is to render difference in generalising logics outside of worlds” Verran 

(2001 p46). In order to pick up on Verran’s insight, and use it in my work, I need to rethink my path, 

and in order to do that I am going to go back to life in Balgo…  

Bai Bai Napangarti is a strong old Ngarti woman. She is what might be called, anthropologically, the 

‘matriarch’ of a big family in Balgo. Her ‘skin’9 name- Napangarti- is her ‘surname’, a common 

naming practice for those people who came into the mission from the desert without surnames (as I 

know them), and had their names recorded with their ‘skin’ names as their surnames. Bai Bai grew 

up on the country south of Balgo, and that is where we are going for the next couple of days with her 

and a small number of her sons and daughters, and a posse of grandchildren, and even some great-

grandchildren, coming along for the trip.  

Bai Bai loves to tell stories and there is no doubt about who is the ‘boss’ for this trip. Our final 

destination is a place called Kurnakurlu, a series of claypans maybe 120 kilometres south of Balgo, 

but we probably won’t get there today. As we travel south on the road to Yaka Yaka (a now 

uninhabited outstation where Bai Bai once lived) she, sitting in the front seat of the troopy, tells story 

after story about the country to me and my wife, with her family listening in from the back seats. She 

moves easily between Tjukurrpa10 stories- telling of how that sandhill or depression in the ground 

was formed by the actions of a particular ancestral being- and stories from her life, about the time 

she came through this or that particular place with her family searching for something, or escaping 

from something, or on the way to or from somewhere. She talks in clipped sentences, saying things 

like ‘two men bin comem this way (pointing out the trajectory of their travel through the 

 
9 ‘Skin’ names, also known as ‘subsection’ refers to the names, which together comprise a ‘system’ of kinship 
classification. In the Pintupi world there are eight skin groups for both men and women. For more detail see 
pages 180—218 in  Myers, F. (1986). Pintupi Country, Pintupi Self: Sentiment Place and Politics among 
Western Desert Aborigines. California, University of California Press. 
  
10 Tjukurrpa is one of the names for what anthropologists call ‘the Dreaming.’ Anthropological understanding 
has this as a symbolic construction that provides Aboriginal people with the template for everything able to be 
known, a concept that is both present in the world and eternal at the same time. 
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windscreen), from Pirpika. They bin sit down over there, night time coming up. They make a fire, 

proper big one; they worried for that snake that was coming after them.’ It is not clear, when she 

starts a story, what kind it will be, Tjukurrpa or from her own history, but one thing seems clear, it is 

the country itself that inspires the stories. But it also seems more than that, the land itself is telling its 

stories through Bai Bai, she is animating the land for us, and for her family, who happily occupy the 

back seats on this all too rare trip extended trip out bush, through these stories.  

We stop to camp on the way at a place called Nakarra Nakarra, a special women’s site, where a 

group of hills beside a rocky plain are the embodiment of the seven Nakamarra sisters (which are, in 

turn, related to the Pleiades star system) who are forever seeking to escape from a ‘wrong skin’ 

pursuer who wants to marry the youngest sister. This is a special place for Bai Bai, who was present 

when ceremonies were performed here when she was young, and a place she has also brought other 

kartiya (white people) to, as a way of trying to teach them (then) and us (now) something about this 

country and her life. We know this is important, but I feel like I don’t really know how to know its 

importance properly. 

The next day we continue on to Kurnakulu, our destination. There is a mob of camels and we are told 

to be careful, being wild they are ‘cheeky’ and we should not think that they would be kind to us, 

interlopers as we are in their country. They are frightened of them and we accept what they say. 

They are cautious and indicate that because it has been some time since they have visited, that they 

cannot assume that everything will instantly be ok. It’s obvious we are in country that is ‘alive’, 

inhabited by things we can see (camels and snakes being the main concerns), as well as by things we 

cannot, which are no less dangerous (potentially). We are told, in the nicest possible way, that we 

need to behave properly and respect where we are, and if we do that everything will (probably) be 

fine. 

One of the first things we do is go for a walk around the clay plan to check for snakes. A few fires are 

set to ensure there are none in the vicinity. Under a tree Bai Bai points to a stone on the ground. It is 
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oval shaped, about 30 or so centimetres long, completely smooth in the middle with a round, also 

smooth, stone sitting on top. She tells us that this is a grinding stone for munkipi (seeds) used by her 

and her family when she was young. Instantly I have a sense of teleportation, between the world I 

live in and the ‘world’ that used to ‘be’ here, except that it’s also somehow not separate from the 

here and now I’m in. It is a weird feeling, one I’ve not had the whole time we’ve been in Balgo, where 

multiple, different worlds somehow co-exist happily enough. The feeling fades as Bai Bai moves on to 

another story, but something remains… 

Later we are sitting around the fire, and seemingly from nowhere, Bai Bai asks: “why does the 

government think birds are more important than people?” I have no idea what she is talking about 

and ask her what she means. She goes on to talk about her puzzlement at why the government is 

giving money to ‘look after’ Lake Gregory, a freshwater lake at the end of Sturt Creek (around 40km 

west of Balgo) which has been identified as an important site for particular birds who travel between 

southern Australia and Siberia on their annual migration, when the people of Balgo clearly need 

support and are not getting additional money from the government. Through the passage of the 

conversation the core of her perplexity emerges, how can any right thinking person (in the 

government) value birds and their needs more than people? Surely, if the government is comprised of 

people of any sense then they would be supporting people like her, a person, first, and then, if there 

is money left over, they can worry about birds (and other animals for that matter). To her it is all 

wrong that people like her are ‘forgotten’, what kind of people don’t look after other people, after 

all? 

This story shows Bai Bai, like Ralph Folds and, I’m sure like all of us sometimes, invoking the 

‘government’ as a monolith, and being monolithic, it is not only incredibly powerful, but there is 

nothing that ordinary people can do about what issues from it; its policies and decisions are beyond 

the influence of ordinary people. But this is not the significant point for arising from this story for 

me, or for Bai Bai (if I might be so bold as to put words into her mouth) in relation to this exchange. 



 128 

More important is the embodied nature of the situation, we are there, at Kurnakurlu, together. And 

we are having that conversation, as well as all the other experiences of the trip, because, somehow, 

all sorts of things have been arranged that enable it (though of course, not necessarily with any 

consciousness that it be so). I am there in the action as a worker, employed through a contract with 

the Art Centre, which in turn is able to employ me through the money provided in financial grant 

delivered by the government (even if (perhaps) for the purposes of pork barrelling). Through this 

complex and disparate set of enablers and conditions, and the decisions and choices made along the 

way, we found ourselves there, with her and her family, connecting up her and their past, and our 

lives, in that here and now, which, in turn, will become part of the broader sweep of stories that 

continue to make these places what they are. That we are there is both a result of our work 

together, involving agency and intent on both our behalves, and of things beyond our control, many 

of which we have no knowledge of whatsoever. 

A new understanding emerges 
 

Constructing my analysis of my disconcertment around my initial interpretations of that 

disconcertment, aided by ethnographic accounts of those who know the people of the Western 

deserts like Myers and Folds, and omitting those other interactions in which I was shown alternative 

understandings of our collective actions, would, I now feel, to be to make an analytic mistake. 

Focusing on ‘the structure’ of the tourism enterprise, and the problems posed by how the people of 

Balgo want that enterprise to work, is completely understandable for someone like me. However, 

the framing, which might pass unnoticed, is critical. In the first instance the disconcertment should 

act as an alert that, rather than it being a problem that (probably) has no solution, it’s actually a 

doorway to thinking about what I am doing here, what the people of Balgo are doing here, what we 

are both doing together through this, and whatever projects might come in the future. Our job, 

together, is to make something that works so that people and place might continue to re-forge their 

collective stories so that others, should circumstances allow, can participate in that process. The 
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insights of Myers and Folds about the importance of place in making people, about autonomy and 

reciprocity, and about one’s responsibility to act according to the Law (as Tjukurrpa) are indeed 

relevant, but only insofar as they are instantiated in collective action.  

In practical terms this means that we need to think very carefully about what kinds of promises can 

be made as to what exactly is offered in the tourism ‘operation’, but we probably can work things so 

that the people of Balgo all have their chance to the participate, and in that, we are doing the ‘right 

thing’ in this place. That some of the challenge of how this will work in practice, falls to me is right 

and appropriate; I need to do some things in this collective process that others can’t do. Equally, 

they will be doing some things that I can’t do, and that together we can do something that needs all 

of us to play our roles. Importantly, it will be in the process of working things out together that any 

solutions, be they short term, piecemeal or long-lasting, find their worth. The idea that somehow 

there are different worlds that are unable to meet because their demands are unable to be 

reconciled, ignores the fact that so much has been done that works well enough. Part of our 

challenge is to find ways to make the workings of our collective process visible so that others can see 

this work, so that it can’t be ignored. That this won’t generate a definitive explanation of ‘what 

works’ seems part and parcel of what it means to work responsibly in places where their invention 

(definitive explanations like Folds’ account) does not lead appear to lead to changed practice. 

It is in the process of thinking, recollecting and writing, that an alternative view of ‘then’ and ‘now’, 

of ‘me’ and ‘them’ and ‘us’, emerges. It was not out there hiding, waiting to be discovered. This, the 

account that gives this life, needed to be assembled, a process which has moved, and continues to 

move, back and forth, through memory and through writing, hands, eyes, mind amongst other 

things, to construct the figure of this whole of experience, not as a representation of then, but as a 

new ‘here and now’ that seeks to be responsible in terms of its acting. This is not to recast my 

participation in previous episodes of life in a way that makes them responsible; I am sure there are 

many situations I have not narrativized from my time in Balgo that I would look back on and cringe 
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for how I acted. It is about connecting up that figure, the ethnographer in the flesh, with this figure, 

the ethnographer in the text, as one who takes responsibility for their actions by seeking to do 

something generative with them. As the author of this piece I have become a student of my own 

experience through the process of generating, and working through the narritivising of my 

experience, so that it can be useful for me (and hopefully others), a source of learning, rather than a 

source of explanation that leaves the learning and the change somewhere it can’t be accessed. 
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Chapter 5- Conservation and Land Management in Kintore 

(Walungurru) 
 

Synoptic map 
 

The role of this chapter in the thesis is to extend the examination of the role of others’ texts in the 

interpretation of narratives based on disconcertment. Specifically, this chapter explores inquiry as an 

extended process, in which the initial disconcertment acts as a harbinger of a larger issues, whose 

nature is developed through considering how actions, and possibilities for action, are configured by 

elements outside the original, precipitating environment. In this way, the example provides a 

working example of how the ‘situation’, understood in Deweyan terms, is generated within the 

interpretive process.   

Beginning with a story revolving around a series of teaching moments experienced by the author 

while working as a Land Management lecturer in Kintore, in the south west of Australia’s Northern 

Territory, the chapter details a set of interconnected disconcertments arising while in the field. 

Critical configuring elements of the disconcerting situations are then assembled, interspersed with 

further narrativization, in an iterative relation which develops a picture of the process of exploring 

the disconcertment in the spirit of enacting a Deweyan ‘inquiry into inquiry.’ The chapter then 

develops a relation between the assembled situation, with its configuring elements, and two texts, 

further enlarging the arena of connections between the originating situation and other situations.  

The chapter concludes with a note that a critical element in the configuring element, the ‘university,’ 

used to explore this specific situation, can also be understood more broadly as belonging to the class 

‘organisation.’ Recognising that the Deweyan requirement that the process of inquiry results in a 

newly settled state, the chapter ends by acknowledging that in this case that requirement has not 

been met, but that the inquiry itself has been useful in developing a stronger understanding of the 

role of organisations in configuring the possibilities of interactions that bring Aboriginal people and 

staff employed in organisations together.   
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It’s only the second day and I shake my head as I think again about the challenges of completing the 

Unit of Competency this week if it’s not going to be marked down as a waste of time (and money). 

Yesterday was hard work, I attempted to provide some grounding for the teaching I am here to do, 

but mostly focused on doing things that allowed us to get to know each other, knowing the 

importance of developing relationships in places like this. Any time I talked about the content of the 

course, and the kind of activities we might consider, looks of confusion (or outright bewilderment) 

came over the faces of a significant number of those assembled. Even the process of ‘getting to know 

each other’ was difficult, a couple of students disappeared after lunch, their reasons for not returning 

a mystery. Of course, each student reacts to what I say and do differently, some appear keener than 

others to try to make this work, but I’m sure I’m not the only one who feels like I’m going to end each 

day with a sore head! 

I am not used to using this new ‘Conservation and Land Management National Training Package’, 

which in my mind is a less than ideal replacement for the course I used to teach- Resource 

Management certificates- which were designed for Indigenous Rangers. However, given I’ve been 

doing work like this for some years I reckon we can wangle things such that it all works well enough. 

Looking up at me from the desk where I am eating my cereal are the clearly articulated Elements of 

Competency, and the associated Performance Criteria, through which assessments as to competency 

are to be made. I admit to myself that even with a fair bit of creativity I will struggle to contrive a 

situation in which even a quarter of the students will understand what is required of them within this 

framework I have before me.   

I can’t quite work out why it feels so hard, I’ve had similar experiences before, but this feels different 

somehow. Does this feel so hard because of where I am? It’s my first experience teaching in the 

Western Desert, the land of the Pintupi, which is perhaps most famous because of the group the 

Pintupi Nine, nine people who had had no contact with colonised Australia when they ‘came in’ from 

their nomadic life in the desert in 1984. 
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It is seriously (for someone like me) hard country, and the contact the people who live here have had 

with ‘mainstream’ Australia is limited. Is the difficulty because of this: the people I’m with, the 

‘students,’ have had limited ‘western’ schooling and are thus not used to the language or the 

conceptual underpinnings of ‘teaching’ and ‘being a student’? Or perhaps it’s because I’m being 

forced to use this National Training Package instead of the course I used to teach, which was 

designed specifically around Aboriginal Ranger work? Or something else? The truth is I have no idea, 

but even if I did I’m not sure it would help me to answer the more pressing question: what can we 

possibly do that will be engaging enough for the students to want to be involved, but which will also 

fulfil, even if only in some vague way, the course requirements? 

I decide that rather than subject myself and the students to a day of contrived classroom-based 

activity, aimed at achieving some of the required course outcomes (which I am sure will just make us 

all dissatisfied) we should do something that we might enjoy. That way the question about how to 

fulfil the course requirements will be left for another day, by which time maybe it will be easier to 

answer (but probably not). While we’re doing whatever we do I will try to ask a few quiet questions 

to see if there is any hope for this course in this place, but I will not hold my breath. 

….. 

I consult with the Yirara College (the local secondary school) teachers to see if there is a way we can 

run a ‘field trip’ that I position as being an important way of generating some shared context which, 

in turn, will hopefully allow me to find a way to connect something that takes place on it to the 

requirements of the Training Package. They help me to meet up with a local Elder who is willing and 

happy to take us to his old outstation on the other side of the Kintore Range. We all pile into the 

Troop Carrier (troopie) and head off. The desert is vibrant, in all directions the fine heads of the 

spinifex flowers contrast with the pale green spiky foliage. To the east and south lies the Kintore 

Range, which is basically two large hills, the bodies of two goanna men who, after travelling over 

vast swathes of what is now called the Western Desert, lay down and became part of the landscape. 
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We travel between the hills and end up at the now disused outstation. The kids rush from the troopie, 

and as I soon find out, keen to see if there were any mulberries on the mulberry tree. There were not, 

but it’s apparent that the tree is a significant part of the story of this outstation. While the place itself 

is ramshackle, a broken monument of a time gone, and a set of hopes for a different kind of life with 

it, there is no sad reminiscing, instead stories of people, experiences and connections are told which 

give a glimpse into what went on here. Soon enough restlessness appears, and we are on our way 

again, not back to Kintore, but instead to a rockhole not far away. After a short drive we park the 

vehicles, I am led eagerly toward a rocky outcrop, scrambling around to the southern side we alight 

on a wide flat area before being brought over to one side where the rock slopes down. At the junction 

between the flat rock and the boulder that rises from it I am shown a small rockhole, which I am told 

holds a ‘good amount’ of water following rain. While obviously not needed for water nowadays, its 

importance is still evident; a significant place in this harsh, but beautiful, country, one which 

everyone, young and old, knows about and clearly cares for. On the way back to the troopie a young 

man calls me over, beckoning me to bend down next to a clump of grass in the red dirt he points to a 

hole, which has barely perceptible scrape marks around it. He says ‘watch’ and starts tapping on the 

ground near the hole. The tapping is intermittent, ratatat…ratatat…ratatat…then a black spider 

appears at the entrance to the hole, poking its head and front legs out, before darting back into the 

safety of the hole. ‘See it?’ he inquires, I nod and then he jumps up and walks off. 

The enthusiasm of all the students while we are out in the bush is obvious; they are happy, 

knowledgeable and energetic. They show me things and ask me questions, interested in who I am 

and what I make of their country. They seem completely at ease, they roam about freely and do not 

receive any overt intervention from the older people who have accompanied us. Driving back after a 

number of hours in the bush everyone seems happy and satisfied that we have had a good and 

productive time. 

…… 
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A few days later, late Friday morning, I feel a sensation of relief like I’ve rarely felt, as the last of the 

students exit the room. A weight has been lifted, the week of teaching is over. As soon as I’ve packed 

all my stuff I can head home.  

I get everything together and put my bag, esky and swag in the back of the troopie. I climb in the 

driver’s seat and head off.  Leaning out the window I wave goodbye to the Yirara teachers and to 

Kintore as I drive northward toward the main dirt ‘highway’ that will take me back to Alice Springs in 

around 6 or so hours. All going well I will arrive home a little while before the sun goes down. It’s 

been a tough but rewarding week, working with a good bunch of students, but I’m definitely happy 

that its over for now. Coming to work in a place like Kintore involves the need to be mindful of the 

intellectual challenges that invariably present themselves, conscious of the difficulty of the 

pedagogical task while trying to stay alert for the opportunities that such contexts present. Knowing 

this in my head, however, is not really helping me to make sense of what I’m feeling right now. There 

is something under the relief that remains vague, but pressing. 

As I drive, I am constantly, carefully, surveying the dirt road for the what seems the most appropriate 

path for the vehicle as it unfolds to the east; driving on these roads is a different sort of work. I know 

that the relief I’m feeling as I drive along is produced in part by the knowledge that this block of work 

is done and I’m going home. While the work is (almost) always fun and interesting, there is no doubt 

that it is also hard. As the kilometres pass my initial relief is giving way to something else; I am 

disquieted by something, but it’s not clear what it is. In my head, images of moments during the 

week arise. They are moments when it was abundantly clear to me that thinking of my work in 

simple terms: being to ‘teach the students the content of the curriculum’ so that I might at some 

future point assess them as being either ‘competent’ or ‘not yet competent’ (the two grades we use 

in our VET training) would never make sense in a place like this, and to imagine it would be a 

laughable concept. The images, and the thoughts that accompany them, keep arising, seemingly 

reaching out to me as a challenge- how else could you have responded in that moment? What does 
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what you experienced then, mean for the future? What are you going to do to deal with the 

impossibility of your task? In those actual teaching moments that come back to me, where the 

cultural specificity of the curriculum is transparently revealed, the challenge was to work out what to 

do- should I ask the question in a different way? Should we find a different activity to do? Mostly my 

answer was just to do something active, keeping the energy up as the first step in trying to build a 

bridge between the knowledge islands that seem to emerge from the task of doing one’s job. As I 

drive, I am becoming conscious that the challenge that now seems to be emerging is different to 

those I’ve confronted before, I just have to work out what it is.  

Given I’ve been doing work like this for quite a few years now I’m surprised by how unsettled I am. 

Normally as I drive home the stress of the teaching week dissipates. I generally find a way to 

accommodate the uneasy feelings that arise when I consider the ‘distance’ between knowledge 

worlds that my work entails, comforting myself by thinking of these challenges that present 

themselves as opportunities that are the harbingers of creative solutions. When these feelings have 

emerged in the past, as they have done numerous times, I have seen them as a conflict between the 

demands of the curriculum and the demands of the students; two things not meeting up. Previously 

the way I have managed such disconcerting feelings that arose while teaching was to think how I 

might do things differently; how could I create an opportunity in which the knowledge of the students 

is allowed its space? My aim was something cooperative, so that rather than me ‘telling’ the students 

what they are ‘supposed’ to know, together we would try new ways of doing things. This could be a 

bit hit and miss of course, but through such actions we built a sense of going on together in which we 

seemed to better at recognising each other and from that at creating opportunities that were 

mutually beneficial, and which were defensible in the terms that saw us being together in the first 

place. That is, the activity resembled teaching to enough of a degree to warrant the term.  

My thoughts crystallise eventually into realisation (that I feel like I have had before, albeit 

differently): the students I teach already know a lot (but not everything) about their country and how 
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it needs to be looked after, drawing on knowledge, and entailing action, which is not reflected in, or 

acknowledged as relevant by, this particular training package (which as indicated is not the one I am 

used to using). This realisation converts itself into a dilemma, how should I proceed in light of this? It 

seemed to me I had two options, one to recognise that the students would not achieve the necessary 

outcomes required by the course and so to make the choice to discontinue training, or two, to 

continue with training, embedding it in the local caring for country agenda, ignoring the demands of 

the curriculum and hope that no-one would question me too deeply about our activities or the ways I 

needed to fudge things at the stage of accounting for our work together. Obviously, neither one of 

these approaches addressed the fundamental problem that had emerged: how to work together two 

very different ways of knowing in a training arrangement in a way that is responsible and 

accountable to both of those ways of knowing?  

In this sense this week has brought something to light that may have been present earlier, but I had 

not quite seen or acknowledged. I seem to be being forced to rethink the distances I have observed 

(and participated in making and bringing to light) and to question whether my strategies for 

overcoming them (or accommodating them) are still valid. What I have already learned is that a 

relationship needs to be forged with each group I work with, and through that we can chart a course 

that makes sense for us. However, I have not yet thought deeply about the implications for this in 

what might be termed a ‘general’ sense.  

I am certain that the problem I am apprehending here is not a problem that is only experienced by 

me and my students; that is, I am sure I am not alone in detecting this ‘distance’ generated between 

Aboriginal students and a curriculum that was designed elsewhere, and for other purposes. I am sure 

that others like me are having similar thoughts to those I am having now. As I continue my drive 

home I reflect on the way I have dealt with things in the past and as I do so become convinced that 

my existing strategies for how I deal with these feelings and make them productive: thinking, 

reflecting, writing, reading, and chatting with colleagues, which have, in turn, led me to change how I 
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do things in my work, leaves a broader problem largely unaddressed. It is this broader problem and 

my place within it that I continue to mull over as I drive home. While I have been content to devise 

my own plans for dealing with the feelings of the kind that have arisen over the past week, I now feel 

that such an approach is no longer appropriate as my entire strategy. While I still need to work out 

what I might do next time I go out to teach in Kintore to make things do-able, I know I can no longer 

be content that doing that alone is enough.  

Identifying ‘the problem’ 
 

Returning to the workplace in Alice Springs the following week I began writing. To start with I at least 

had a problem (in the Deweyan sense), which I could start to work with (Dewey 1997 [1910]). The 

first thing that was also apparent to me was that I needed to do more work to refine my 

understanding of what the problem was in order to render it a valid one, and worthy of further 

investigation. I felt like I needed to proceed on a number of fronts, including writing down how my 

disconcertment arose. One step I took in this process, following a Deweyan model of inquiry (Dewey 

1906, Brown 2012), was to examine what, if any, formal flexibility existed within National Training 

Packages to allow variations in how courses are delivered and assessed. To understand the rules 

governing them I needed to investigate how National Training Packages are regulated. 

The university for which I worked, like all organisations delivering VET qualifications (known as 

Registered Training Organisations (RTOs)), must comply with the requirements set down by the 

Australian Skills Quality Authority (ASQA, known previously as the National VET Regulator). Regular 

audits conducted by ASQA seek to ensure that RTOs remain compliant with the rules governing all 

aspects of VET, including marketing, enrolment, record keeping, training, assessment and 

governance (see https://www.asqa.gov.au/standards for details). This process provides assurance 

that RTOs are delivering their courses and units in a manner that consumers and other stakeholders 

recognise as having integrity and credibility (Paterson 2015).  

https://www.asqa.gov.au/standards
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The rules that govern VET offerings are consistent Australia wide, following a 1992 landmark 

agreement that saw the federal, state and territory governments agree to develop a national 

approach to vocational education, considering that a nationally consistent approach would  be most 

effective in contributing to Australia’s competitiveness in an increasingly globalised world (Bowman 

and McKenna 2016). The VET system is focused on providing opportunities for people to develop 

skills that enable them to get jobs, or to advance their skills for jobs they currently hold. Its end goals 

are to “achieve measurable improvements in the national work skills pool and in employment 

among individual VET graduates” Bowman and McKenna (2016 p8). This focus on employment 

outcomes as a strategic goal is consistent throughout VET’s history, with the program always being 

thought of as seeking to meet the needs of industry through providing skilled job ready individuals.  

One of the imperatives of the focus on skills building and the creation of job ready graduates, is so 

that potential employers ‘know what they are getting’ when an individual presents as having been 

assessed as competent in any particular unit.  As national standards, they must be consistent 

regardless of context or location; someone holding a qualification has been deemed to be able to 

demonstrate their capacity to undertake a skill to prescribed standards (Department of Education 

and Training 2015). A further implication of the need for consistency is that in general terms 

industry-based jobs are held to be broadly similar, however there is a recognition that not all jobs, 

even within the same industry, are the same. As an acknowledgement of this reality, a measure of 

flexibility is offered to enable students, RTOs and industry to customise unit offerings to better meet 

the needs of Australia’s diverse workplaces.  

There are two arrangements by which the materials contained within National Training Packages can 

be modified to suit student, enterprise or industry needs: customisation and contextualisation. 

Customisation refers to the process by which the components of a qualification are able to be 

modified (within defined constraints), enabling enterprises and RTOs to work together to deliver 

courses that best meet student needs (Australian Skills Quality Authority 2015). This is mostly 
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achieved using ‘Elective Units’, where units from other Training Package are substituted for those on 

the general offering list. Where this is the case the RTO must have accreditation to deliver these 

substitute units. Customisation entails no change of the content of the unit. Contextualisation, on 

the other hand, means modification within the units so that “additional information to suit particular 

learner profiles, specific enterprise equipment requirements or other local needs” can be included to 

ensure that the specific needs are met, with the proviso that “the integrity of the outcome of the 

endorsed unit(s) of competency must be maintained” (Training Packages @ Work Team 2008 p1). 

This research confirmed what I already knew, strengthening my conviction that the core of the 

problem I had was not able to be solved by manipulations that could be undertaken within the units 

themselves. I was already doing whatever I could to contextualise the units to meet the needs of the 

students, but the problem I had was with the notions embedded within the materials. These 

‘invisible’ aspects were the issue, meaning that the appropriateness of those materials in Kintore 

(and indeed in other remote Aboriginal contexts) was questionable. My research also reinforced my 

view that there were no formal provisions to make changes that would enable bridges to be built 

between the world the students inhabited, and the world imagined in the training package materials, 

that did not simultaneously constitute breaching the rules of contextualisation, namely, that changes 

must not: “remove the content of any of the elements and performance criteria; distort or narrow the 

competency outcomes and limit its use; or, diminish the breadth of application of the competency 

and reduce its portability” (Training Packages @ Work Team 2008 p1). In short, if the students were 

to be assessed as being competent according to criteria that apply nationally, they would need to 

understand themselves as ‘workers’ determined by, and according to, a set of criteria that make little 

sense to them, and capable of taking actions that also not only make no sense in the world they live 

in, but which seem to rest on ignoring the knowledge they already have.   

So still stuck, I talked to colleagues to get their ideas about how I might proceed, trying to address 

what was I thought was an ontological, rather than an pedagogical issue. It is not a problem about 
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how to teach, it’s a problem about what constitutes knowledge in a place like Kintore, and how that 

in turn relates to how we think about knowledge, and its promulgation, more generally. I think this is 

important, and I think my colleagues will be prepared to think through this issue with me because we 

are all employed in the ‘Indigenous’ part of the university. When I began working here it was called 

the Faculty of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies, which changed to the Faulty of 

Indigenous Research and Education, before another restructure resulted in it being called the School 

of Australian Indigenous Knowledge Systems (SAIKS). With my organisational ‘home’ being an entity 

that focuses on the fact that Aboriginal people in the Northern Territory continue to practice their 

own unique knowledges- its existence relies on the fact that Aboriginal people already ‘know’- and 

that the task of education is how knowledge systems might work together, a process often called 

‘both ways’ education (Ober and Bat 2007). Thus, I have always been encouraged to think about how 

my work recognises and strengthen people’s existing knowledge. Indeed, it is this organisational 

entity that has (arguably) created the possibility that I can even be asking the kind of question I now 

am. My dilemma seems to be precisely the kind of question that SAIKS and its predecessors exists to 

inquire into. 

One colleague, Dr. Michael Christie, who has been working in the area of Aboriginal Education since 

he began work as a teacher-linguist on the island of Milingimbi in 1972, is keen to work with me to 

explore how we might do something generative with my dilemma. It is clear that we are in no 

position to change the way training packages are written and assessed. In fact, courses developed 

within my university specifically for Aboriginal Rangers in the NT had been (forcibly) replaced by 

National Training Packages, that were, in the eyes of the national accreditors and bureaucrats within 

the university, appropriate for all Australian contexts (of course, the people making these decisions 

did not have to try to teach in Kintore!). So, what other avenues do we have? Building on my view 

that I could not possibly be alone in experiencing difficulties in making training packages meet the 

needs of students, we think that one approach would be to elicit views of others from around the 

university (importantly, not just from within SAIKS) as to the difficulties that others in similar 
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positions faced, as a way of generating a conversation about the range of issues lecturers experience, 

with the hope that this may also produce some solutions. But how could we facilitate such a process? 

We each have jobs to do, as do all the potential others we might want to speak to. We decide that 

we need funding, and at this point Michael mentions to me that he was recently at a university 

meeting where community engagement was discussed, and that this might be the hook we need to 

elicit some. Interested, I start to investigate… 

Constructing an understanding the configuring environment: the university 
 

Charles Darwin University was established in late 2003 as a merger between several post-school 

education providers from across the Northern Territory. Established as an integrated dual sector 

institution, it provided 85% of the VET and Higher Education delivered in the NT in 2004 (Charles 

Darwin University 2005). It has campuses in the cities of Darwin and Palmerston, and in the towns of 

Katherine, Jabiru, Nhulunbuy, Tennant Creek and Alice Springs. Its establishment saw the 

employment of a new Vice Chancellor, Helen Garnett, who was keen to ensure that the new entity 

deliver on its aspiration of “effectively serving the needs of the Northern Territory and the regions 

beyond [and] providing educational offerings that facilitate the development of the local 

community” (Charles Darwin University 2005 p15). Part of the initial structure of the new university 

was the development of a series of portfolios that would seek to work across the traditional 

academic structure of faculties and research institutes. These portfolios were called ‘Community and 

Access’ and ‘Business Development’.  

The Community and Access portfolio was formed to “explicitly address the range of equity, access 

and pathways issues associated with servicing a diverse demography living in an equally diverse 

geography” (Charles Darwin University 2005 p16). This move, while directly relating to the needs of 

the new institution as one with responsibility for the whole of the NT (unlike its predecessor 

organisations), was also connected to changes going on internationally, in which knowledge was 
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increasingly coming to be seen as a commodity. Such changes were having profound implications for 

how a university’s role in society was understood, particularly by policy makers (Foray 2004).   

Such changes have been connected to the concept of the ‘knowledge economy’, whose formulation 

has been traced back to the work of Daniel Bell and his 1973 book, ‘The Coming of Post-Industrial 

Society.’ At the same time, scientific research has increasingly come to be seen as a ‘strategic 

opportunity’ for its role in contributing to economic growth and national welfare outcomes (Gibbons 

2001). Harloe and Perry argue that the changes necessitated “a new role for universities in which 

priority is placed upon extracting economic and competitive benefit from knowledge production. To 

fulfil this role universities must produce exploitable knowledge and facilitate its diffusion” (2004 

p214).   

These international changes led to the articulation of the concept of ‘Community Engagement’ and 

its positioning as one of the three key aspects of a universities work, alongside ‘Teaching’ and 

‘Research’. Charles Darwin University, as a regional university, was using community engagement as 

a way to frame its intentions and direction in relation over the life of its next strategic plan (Charles 

Darwin University 2005), reflecting the changes taking place in the Australian university sector as it 

attempted to come to grips with what was going on internationally, in which it was increasingly 

attempting to participate (Marginson 2006). 

The following is taken from a paper I wrote in 2007 called Process and accountability in university 

engagement with Indigenous communities (Campbell 2007) which provides an introduction to 

community engagement, and a distillation of my understanding of it at the time. This introduction 

was written as a prelude to exploring how ‘Community Engagement’ might be useful as a framing 

tool for work in Indigenous contexts, particularly for how it might provide assistance in situations in 

which university and community imperatives seem at odds.  

Community engagement is an emerging area of interest for universities across Australia and 

around the world (Nelson 2002, Temple, Story et al. 2005) and has been identified as being 
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of particular importance for regional universities who are seen to “have a special 

responsibility to their communities” (Nelson, 2002: 23). Community engagement strategies 

seek to align the focus of universities’ activities to regional priorities and provide 

opportunities for the integration of regional communities into the global “knowledge 

economy” (Cuttriss and Wallace 2006). Good community engagement enables the 

harnessing of the creative human resources that exist in regional communities to generate 

unique local outcomes (Garlick and Pryor 2002). Increasingly community engagement is 

being described as the third role of universities, in addition to the traditional roles of 

research and teaching (Langworthy 2005). In Australia, however, research and 

implementation of community engagement is still in its infancy as Temple et al note: 

“University- community engagement is an emerging area of interest and endeavour” (2005: 

12). This paper seeks to address this issue in the context of community engagement in 

relation to training in Indigenous communities in the Northern Territory (NT). The particular 

challenges and opportunities of community engagement in this unique context are explored. 

Community engagement is generally conceived of as a process where there is: “active 

engagement and learning for the partners in both process and outcome; it is built on 

demonstrable and ongoing commitment, clear expectations, trust and has tangible 

quantitative or qualitative outcomes for the community and the university” (Department of 

Education Science and Training 2002). In addition community engagement in relation to 

universities “specifically implies collaborative relationships leading to productive 

partnerships that yield mutually beneficial outcomes” (Australian Universities Community 

Engagement Alliance 2006). Community engagement therefore should be conceptualised as 

a set of practices that facilitate the formation of collaborative relationships. However, there 

are some challenges for on the part of universities for developing collaborative relationships. 

Universities must be aware that mismatches of power and lack of a negotiated forum for 

dialogue may inhibit the implementation of community engagement strategies (Newman 
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2006). Another issue is if universities attempt to develop community engagement strategies 

without appropriate consultation as the underlying purpose of engagement should be clear 

to all partners. The challenge for universities is to develop processes that draw on the 

knowledge and networks already in place, while developing strategies for future links to be 

more explicit in both the form and benefits of engagement for the partners. 

Part of the challenge of working with Indigenous people, particularly (but not only) in the regional 

and remote places of the Northern Territory, is that Aboriginal people continue to live lives informed 

by their ancestral knowledge practices, which are quite different from those which underpin the 

work of universities. Further, the ongoing marginalisation of Indigenous perspectives and voices, 

growing out of the fact that Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies are poorly understood, 

means that Indigenous ways of knowing are widely regarded as deficient and irrelevant to the 

ongoing project of development of Australian society through the work of universities (Sunderland, 

Muirhead, Parsons, & Holtom, 2004). 

My investigations demonstrated to me that there was an environment beginning to emerge at CDU 

in which the kinds of questions I was asking were considered legitimate, and potentially useful in 

exploring the implications of community engagement for the university. It is clear that no-one has 

any answers, but at least there is a space being created in which the questions are not dismissed out 

of hand. During my investigations it also became clear that there was a dearth of literature around 

community engagement as it related to Indigenous people specifically, and none that drilled down 

into it in empirical practice. Because of this, Michael and I thought we could formally approach the 

university’s Community Engagement Coordinator to discuss our idea for a project that would help to 

illuminate how the university might move forward in this area at the same time as addressing the 

lack of literature more broadly.  

The Community Engagement Coordinator gave us some material to read and agreed to talk to the 

Pro-Vice Chancellor about our ideas and to set up a meeting to discuss the portfolio, its agenda, and 
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the possibility of doing some research into community engagement in relation to CDU’s extensive 

work in Indigenous contexts. Soon afterwards we met with Don Zoellner, the PVC of Community and 

Access, and he explained to us some of what was being done and his hopes for the portfolio. He told 

us about what was going on in the newly emerging community engagement space, noting that the 

concept, as it was being discussed in the Australian context, had come from the UK. Most of the 

interest was around the possibility of ‘third pillar’ (community engagement) funding, something 

every university was keen to be prepared for, should it eventuate.  

Don was interested to see if CDU could get on the ‘front foot’ in relation to community engagement 

in Indigenous contexts, supporting the idea of developing a project to examine the engagement that 

already attended CDU’s work (without making any promise about funding). With that 

encouragement, Michael and I developed a proposal which we gave to Don for his consideration. We 

received funding for the project, which became known as ‘ICE@CDU’ (Indigenous Community 

Engagement at Charles Darwin University). In the paper Michael and I wrote at the completion of the 

ICE@CDU project this was how I described the logic of our proposal (Campbell and Christie 2009):  

The ICE project was designed to document existing practices, and to provide opportunities 

for CDU staff and Indigenous community members to contribute their engagement stories. 

The ICE project was funded by the office of the Pro Vic-Chancellor for Community and 

Access, and office whose purpose is to act as a broker of relationships between various 

sections of the Northern Territory community and the university. The project looked 

specifically at the history of successful CDU engagement with Indigenous groups to identify 

what characterises good Indigenous community engagement, what enables it within the 

university and what makes engagement difficult. It also sought to make recommendations to 

improve Indigenous community engagement practice within CDU. The following section will 

detail the methodology and findings of the project, highlighting those factors that research 

respondents identified as key elements of Indigenous community engagement. 
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One of our key objectives was that the project would focus on those things that people identified as 

positive, keen for the project to not be a forum in which people focused on what wasn’t working. 

Rather, what we were keen to show was how university staff, and the Indigenous people they worked 

with, found ways to make things work, and what they saw as the key factors enabling this.  

Once completed, the project was considered by many to be successful, with the report being widely 

distributed and praised. The findings demonstrated that there was already a wide range of vibrant 

engagement practices embedded in the work of people at CDU, by individuals who sought to ensure 

that the services they delivered on behalf of the university were useful to, and valued by, Indigenous 

recipients. However, this did not in itself mean that the dilemma that precipitated the project had 

been ‘solved’. In this sense the final requirement of Dewey’s inquiry had not been wholly fulfilled- 

that of resolution to the problem and a newly settled state produced. What had been produced, 

rather, was a feeling more akin to the saying ‘a problem shared is a problem halved’; the essential 

nature of the dilemma I experienced was indeed shared by others, however it did not address how to 

work across the ontological divide that still existed between what I as a university staff member felt I 

was ‘supposed’ to do and what I could do ‘in reality’. Through the ICE@CDU project, the participants 

had together identified some of the key strategies that people used to navigate the complexities that 

arose during doing university work in Indigenous places and with Indigenous people. But a question 

remained: had we changed anything? The ground from which the dilemma had arisen seemed to 

have remained the same.  

As a result of the whole process, from initial disconcertment to the completion of the project, one 

thing did not change- the students of Kintore could not, given the structure and content of the 

course, complete the course without something significant changing. There were no options within 

the university, and the systems within which it is embedded, to make enough changes to the course 

to suit the students without compromising its integrity as a nationally accredited qualification. So, 

the only change that could take place required something to change in Kintore. In practical terms the 
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only way for this to happen required the intervention of other organisations, strategies followed in 

other places which result in the development of Ranger groups, who provide the structure through 

which a nationally accredited course, like Conservation and Land Management, might be able to fit in 

a place like Kintore. 

A ‘problem’ named, but not resolved 
 

The initial narratives of this chapter were written in an attempt to identify a disconcertment I 

experienced while teaching in Kintore. However, the essential nature of the initial disconcertment 

was similar to experiences I had had many times in my remote land management teaching career. As 

indicated in the story, it was because of this specific difficult teaching week that something turned; I 

no longer felt confident that addressing the problems I confronted in the course of my work through 

personal strategies was enough, because doing so meant that there could be no possibility of 

addressing the core problem. The problem, which partially crystallised on my drive back to Alice 

Springs from Kintore, seemed to be ontological in nature, generated by the impossibility of 

‘delivering a service’ to recipients for whom it was not designed.  

So further questions arose: is this an ontological problem? How can I make sense of it? What kind(s) 

of action might reveal what, if anything, could be done about it? And what are the limits of these 

actions; are there things that are destined to remain in the too hard basket? 

On the surface it appears that the nub of the problem I experienced is that the course which 

configures what is to be taught and what is to be assessed was not designed for Aboriginal students 

living in the remote parts of Australia where those students continue to live lives informed by their 

ancestral knowledge practices. However, such an analysis overlooks how the ‘problem’ is itself an 

emergent and collective phenomenon, and as such I am interested in asking what contributes to its 

emergence in action.  
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Extending the configuring environment: the organisation and street-level work  
 

The fact that the disconcertment I am discussing arises within an organisational setting suggests that 

the work ‘situation’ should be considered. As discussed, I am arguing that generating narratives from 

disconcerting experiences is justified in as a way of drawing attention to the myriad configuring 

elements within such situations, which then provides opportunities for seeing the situation in new 

light, which in turn,  possibly leads to changes in practice. In this example, the organisation looms 

larger as a configuring agent than in the ‘Shopping in Pine Creek’ example. This is in part because of 

the understanding I developed through the experience of narrativizing and analysing my experience 

through ‘Shopping in Pine Creek’, which sensitised me to the roles played by non-human actors, 

something I was hitherto not focused on. 

In these stories I am (acting as) a representative of a university; I am there in the action because I am 

employed by the university to do its work on the ground.  In this work I am the ‘agent’ 

representative in a ‘principal-agent’ institutional arrangement (Honig 2018). This agent position is 

similar to that of the front-line worker, whose work was highlighted in the influential book Street 

Level Bureaucracy, first published in 1980 (Lipsky 2010). Lipsky’s analysis sought to detail and 

understand the dilemmas that people who interact directly with the public confront in their work. 

The agent in this relationship does the work on the principal’s (being the organisation) behalf, in 

situations where the agent knows far more about the specific circumstances of the work situation 

than the principal does, and often where they are unable to be observed or monitored as they do 

their work. As a result, the agent has significant discretion in how they approach and do their work. 

These work arrangements, which are largely unavoidable, potentially create what are known as 

“principal-agent problems” (Honig 2018), where the lack of control by principals means that agents 

can work in ways that undermine principal goals for which the principal is responsible. Standard 

management responses, which in part arose following Lipsky’s analysis, have been for principals to 
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develop control mechanisms that seek to ensure that agents work in sanctioned ways, however, the 

discretionary aspect of front-line work can never be fully eliminated (Lipsky 2010).  

Two texts 
 

In order to work into the problem I have named, I (again) draw on two works, whose focus is people 

who, in their jobs, spend a considerable proportion of their time engaged directly with the public, 

employed staff commonly known as street-level bureaucrats. The two pieces of work are Street 

Level Bureaucracy by Michael Lipsky and Cops, Teachers, Counsellors by Steven Maynard Moody and 

Michael Musheno. In choosing these works I am hoping to illuminate the something of the nature of 

the specific problems generated for individuals who, as workers, must interpret their organisations 

policies and procedures as they engage with members of the public and undertake action. An 

important qualification in understanding the positions these workers are in, is that they are the 

front-line workers for service delivery or social sanctioning, where those services are provided as 

fulfilment of the government’s responsibility for citizens. The services and sanctions that these 

workers deliver or dispense are not commercial in nature; they are the benefits and sanctions that 

accompany the modern state’s systems for engaging with the public. The two books specifically 

focus on the work of police, teachers and social workers, positioning them as archetypal examples of 

street-level bureaucrats. It is for this reason that these books are relevant to my quest to illuminate 

the nature of my disconcertment, arising as it does in the process of doing the kind of work Lipsky, 

and Maynard Moody and Musheno, use as their subject matter.  

Lipsky’s analysis focuses on the dilemmas experienced by the individual who works in a street-level 

bureaucrat position, the strategies they use to manage these dilemmas, and the implications of 

these strategies for them, the organisations they work for, and for society as a whole. There are two 

elements of Lipsky’s work that I will focus on because of their relevance for my study: discretion, the 

ability that street-level bureaucrats have to make decisions based on their own assessments of 

situation; and relatedly, the fact that they operate relatively autonomously, free from the strictures 
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of organisational oversight. I will then use these notions to engage with Cops Teachers, Counsellors, 

which itself sought to extend Lipsky’s understandings through more focused empirical work, to both 

shed light on my disconcertment and its emergence, as well as to explore how these notions can 

assist with how dilemmas like mine can be worked with to generate action that fits with the 

Deweyan notion of inquiry, even if it may not itself solve them completely.    

Discretion 
 

One of the key differences between a street-level bureaucrat and lower level workers in other 

organisations is the amount of discretion they have to determine “the nature, amount and quality of 

benefits and sanctions provided by their agencies” (Lipsky 2010 p13). While the bulk of streel level 

bureaucrats are professionals, who by virtue of their training and position would be expected to 

exercise discretion, Lipsky makes the point that it is the role that determines the discretionary space, 

rather than the professional status per se. He points out that although street-level bureaucrats 

exercise discretion, they do so constrained by “rules, regulations and directives from above, or by 

the norms and practices of their occupational group” (Lipsky 2010 p14). The presence of rules and 

practices account for the degree of standardization that exists within public programs from place to 

place, and, administered by different street-level bureaucrats.   

However, within the limitations of the constraints that exist, a wide degree of discretion remains. 

Lipsky identifies that it is impossible to curtail discretion, even where concerns exist that street-level 

bureaucrats have too much power to determine their own actions (Lipsky 2010). This is because of 

the nature of the work, where the realities of the workplace, and of dealing with other people, mean 

that it is almost impossible to generate sets of rules or guidelines that can cover every eventuality. In 

particular, Lipsky notes that the human dimension of situations means that the “accepted definitions 

of their tasks call for sensitive observation and judgement, which are not reducible to programmed 

formats” (Lipsky 2010 p15). But beyond these practical aspects as to why discretion is difficult to 

eliminate, Lipsky also notes that there is a powerful reason for considering discretion an important 
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asset, rather than a problem to be solved. This rests on the legitimacy of the welfare state in the 

eyes of citizens, something he argues is facilitated by face to face human contact, and the responsive 

decision making that accompanies it. The fact that citizens participate, through face to face 

engagements with other people, is part of how the government meets its responsibilities to the 

public in ways they feel are legitimate overall (Lipsky 2010).  

Role autonomy 
 

The second element from Street Level Bureaucracy relevant to my situation is that of individuals, 

who by virtue of the nature of their work operate relatively autonomously, and with limited (or no) 

oversight from others. While Lipsky focuses on the situations in which problems arise because of this 

fact, he notes that in most cases there is a fit between what the organisation requires and what the 

street-level bureaucrat is willing and able to do. One interesting note is that in many cases the 

strategies that street-level bureaucrats employ to ensure they can do their jobs, run contrary to 

agency policy, but are actually critical to the organisation being able to continue functioning. In this, 

there is a tacit acceptance that, while it might be impossible to do all things according to the rules 

and procedures, functionality is generated through the withholding of information about how some 

elements of work are achieved. In this sense, the relationship between managers and street-level 

bureaucrats, while it may have conflictual aspects, is predicated on a mutual dependence: managers 

“typically attempt to honour workers preferences if they are rewarded by reciprocity in job 

performance” (Lipsky 2010 p25).  This balancing comes about because of the street-level 

bureaucrat’s capacity to resist organisational pressures while doing their jobs; able to work back 

against the hierarchical authority arrangements within their workplaces, if they find those structures 

oppressive, through their relatively autonomous work situations.  

At a deeper level, Lipsky’s analysis enriched the growing literature examining bureaucratic discretion 

and its role in the functioning of the modern state (Handler and Hollingsworth 1971, Rosett 1972, 

Wilson 1975), particularly as it sought to illuminate the challenges that individuals within public 
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services face in a way that did not position them as the ‘problem’. In this sense, his analysis sought 

to move past the conventional ways of understanding the ways public facing bureaucracies worked 

in practice, which tended to focus on compliance and control. Focusing on the strategies street-level 

bureaucrats invent to do their jobs allowed hitherto unseen aspect of bureaucratic work to be made 

visible, with implications for understanding how organisations work, and was in part an effort to 

push back against a growing sense that street-level bureaucrats were unaccountable: “resistant to 

managerial control and at fault for frustrating policy goals” (Brodkin 2012 p941). This fed into anti-

government thinking that Lipsky saw as threatening to undo many of the social policy achievements 

of the post-war period, and which his analysis sought to address (Lipsky 2010).  

First person street-level accounts 
 

In 2003, the book Cops, Teachers, Counsellors was published. The research process for the book 

included a three-year period of fieldwork in which the authors spent time with street-level 

bureaucrats in a range of locations in the mid-west of the United States. Unlike Lipsky’s account, 

which is a conventional academic analysis in which the raw data is unseen, Cops, Teachers, 

Counsellors makes the central element of their raw data visible for the reader: short stories 

collected during their field work. This focus on generating stories from actual situations allows the 

voices, and through them the logics, of street-level bureaucrats themselves to become evident in a 

way they are not in Street Level Bureaucracy.  

The first thing to note is how the use of narrative illuminates the tensions in street-level work, and 

the way that street-level bureaucrats seek to resolve these tensions, showing that it is the actual 

situations of the work that produce the need for on-the-spot decision making. The narratives show 

that situations inevitably emerge in which it is not clear what the street-level bureaucrat ‘should’ do. 

That is, street-level work, as evidenced by the stories collected, is saturated with moments where 

decisions must be made in which people either receive or are refused benefits, or are sanctioned in 
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positive or negative ways, which have implications for those people and for which the street-level 

bureaucrat must take responsibility.  

Of interest for my situations, is the differentiation made between state-agent and citizen-agent 

accounts. In this, the authors, through their analysis of the narratives provided, discern that street-

level bureaucrats consistently take one of these two positions in their stories. An account that 

focuses on how rules and procedures are enacted, and the justifications for why these are relevant, 

are called ‘state-agent’ narratives, in contrast a ‘citizen-agent’ narrative is one where the focus is 

placed on the identity and moral character of the people encountered during street-level 

interactions. The narratives thus illuminate different aspects of street-level work, and need to be 

understood as complementary aspects of the sense making process street-level bureaucrats employ 

(rather than as identity positions), in that the bureaucrat may tell one story from a citizen-agent 

perspective and another from a state-agent perspective. However, a reading of both forms of 

narrative shows that moral considerations are always present, even when invoking the need to be 

following organisational rules. At these times, the state-agent narratives stress the importance of 

applying the rules, protecting taxpayers dollars, or other similar justifications.  

An important contribution of Cops, Teachers Counsellors, shown through the use of narrative, is how 

the embodiment of the situation matters. The fact that street-level bureaucrats deal with people 

‘face-to-face’ matters for how they conceptualise and do their work. The authors assert that a 

process of identity ascription arises during face-to-face interactions, most significantly in the first 

situations of contact, in which the street-level bureaucrat makes assessments of the client, that then 

configure their responses. Ascriptions (described as “getting a fix” on a person), such as “lazy” or 

“deserving,” help the street-level bureaucrat to create a framework for themselves that underpin 

their decisions and, in turn, provide justification for them (Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2003). 

While these assessments can change, most particularly where there is prolonged or serial 

interaction, in many cases the initial assessment holds, and determines what kinds of services or 
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sanctions the client receives in the long-term. The requirement of dealing with people face-to-face 

enables nuances of their specific situations to be revealed to the street level-bureaucrat, showing 

that appropriate action for each specific circumstance cannot be prescribed for. This produces the 

need for the street-level bureaucrat’s exercise of discretion. This situation in part comes about 

because of the implicit contract that creates the possibility of the interaction in the first place; that 

of the government’s responsibility to its citizens. It is the decisions of the street-level bureaucrat 

who enact this responsibility, for which they, and through them, their organisation, become 

accountable. Building on the earlier point about the moral character of decision making, the face-to-

face nature of street-level work means that the decisions that are made have further reverberations 

for society itself: “moral judgements about citizen-clients are made in the context of face-to-face 

relationships that enact the identity of both worker and citizen. Rules, procedures, and laws are put 

into play to enforce these judgements” (Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2003 p93). It is also 

important to note that this identify forming process, and its reverberations, apply equally to the 

street-level bureaucrat who develops and re-enacts their own professional and personal identity 

through their interactions with clients. 

Cops, Teachers, Counsellors demonstrates, in addition to the face to face aspect of street-level work, 

that place also matters. The environments in which work takes place configure the participants in 

street-level interactions in ways that can bear significantly on what decisions are deemed 

appropriate. In short, the environment emerges as a participant in how and what decisions get 

made. This emergence arises from the methodology employed in the research; without the stories 

told by street-level bureaucrats about their ‘real-life’ experiences, the role of the environment as a 

participant in decision making would remain hidden. The embodied and place-based reality of 

street-level work again exceeds the capacity of the universal applicability of any rule or procedure 

designed to constrain street-level decision making. Again, the identities of workers and citizens are 

formed within these processes.  
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Generating a relationship between the two texts and my account  
 

Connecting up: similarities 
 

What is the significance of these insights for the disconcertments and accompanying actions I 

detailed at the start of this chapter? My experience, how I sought to deal with it, and my subsequent 

actions, resonate with some of the insights Street Level Bureaucracy and Cops Teachers Counsellors 

provide: they help me to understand my experiences and actions as part and parcel of being a front-

line worker, albeit under slightly different circumstances than those that form the material for their 

studies. However, my stories also bring into the frame other elements, which are relevant to street-

level work that are not addressed within their works (which is not a criticism, which will hopefully be 

evident in how I seek to extend the theoretical space that they have opened up for me).  

The first thing to note is that my experience of disconcertment relating to teaching in Kintore, a case 

where organisational imperatives- the requirement for me to teach and assess the students using 

quite strict criteria- are unable to me met, because the situation appears to preclude them, is 

common. Street-level bureaucrats regularly find themselves in situations where what they feel they 

are ‘supposed’ to do and what they ‘can’ or ‘should’ do are different. In this, the street-level 

bureaucrat’s decisions are shaped by their moral stance, which itself is built on their understandings 

of themselves as both a citizen and as an agency representative. My experience of discomfort at 

feeling required to undertake a task that seemed impossible, and my strategies for dealing with my 

discomfort, by making decisions to do things differently- practical and responsive actions to address 

blockages- is part and parcel of street-level work. In this sense I am a classic street-level bureaucrat, 

and I typically resolve my tensions through decisions which I justify through moral accounting 

strategies- ‘what can I, and what should I, do’ here? Like many of the stories in Cops, Teachers, 

Counsellors, my resolutions to situations I found problematic often take the form of a citizen-agent 

response. Part of logic behind this is to be found in the observation by Maynard Moody and 

Musheno that where “there is no conflict, no dilemma, and, not incidentally,[there is] no story” 
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(Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2003 p93), meaning that where things proceed according to more 

conventional understandings of how street-level interactions should unfold there is no ‘story’ to tell. 

My story here, like those in Cops, Teachers, Counsellors, is one where a tension exists, potentially 

leading to a difficult choice needing to be made. The impact of these decisions, in my case to either 

continue teaching and potentially fail students, or teach in ways that did not follow the Training 

Package, which in turn determine the possibilities for the students, is something that I, like other 

street-level bureaucrats, took, and take, seriously.  

The books I have referenced also point out that organisational cultures often plays more of a role 

than the organisations rules, policies or procedures in framing the kinds of decisions that street-level 

bureaucrats are likely to make. Maynard Moody and Musheno point out that storytelling is a key 

process of the formation of cultures: initiating and ongoing socialisation practices within 

organisations are “revealed and re-created in stories” (Maynard-Moody and Musheno 2003 p159) . 

These stories primarily circulate verbally and informally, generating norms for acting that have little 

to do with the more visible organisational forms of hierarchy, supervision, or formal accountability 

practices. My organisational ‘location’ within a unit dedicated to the recognition, support and 

promulgation of Aboriginal ways of knowing, undoubtedly contributed to my unease at having to 

teach materials that seemed not to make sense to the students. In this my organisational ‘identity’ 

had been formed in part through the stories that circulated, though which I was socialised to ways of 

seeing and thinking as a professional, and which predisposed me to understanding my role in 

particular ways.  

The last element I want to pick up on in terms of the similarities between my experience and that 

which is found on the work of other street-level bureaucrats, is the way in which my and their 

accounts seem to locate the primary agency for decision making with the street-level bureaucrat as 

an individual. Ultimately, by virtue of their position, the street-level bureaucrat has the ‘power’ to 

make the decision which grants or withholds services, or frames the nature of the service or sanction 
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provided. This power comes about because of the discretion granted to the street-level bureaucrat 

along with their relative autonomy from organisational oversight. This power appears to intensify 

the moral element of bureaucratic decision making in street-level settings, as the ramifications of 

decisions made are seen and felt both by those making them and those receiving them, potentially 

amplifying their intensity and importance.  

Separating out: differences 
 

In terms of the significant differences between the collective picture presented of street-level 

decision making in the two books and my experience, the following seem relevant. The first element 

is that the work I was employed to do, again by virtue of the organisational unit which I worked 

within, was that the students, and indeed their families and communities, were what would be 

considered a ‘primary’ reference group. Street Level Bureaucracy, and to a lesser degree Cops, 

Teachers, Counsellors, emphasise that the role expectations of street-level bureaucrats are not set 

by clients, even though they need to be responded to. In my work, the emphasis was on developing 

cooperative working relationships focused on assisting Aboriginal people to ‘look after’ the country 

they lived on, which in almost every case was ancestral land their families had occupied before them 

for thousands of years. So, in my case I needed to regard the students and their knowledge practices 

as critical to my ability to do successful work. This required that I learn about them and seek to 

embed my teaching within the practices that were operating, even where these practices were 

informed by knowledge traditions quite alien to those in the Training Packages.   

A second significant difference is in the process of ‘identity assignation’ that appears to dictate a lot 

of street-level bureaucrat’s decision making. This process, by which street-level bureaucrats get a 

‘fix’ on their clients, emerges as a significant factor in how decisions are subsequently justified. A 

street-level bureaucrat will justify withholding a benefit on account of the determination they make 

about a client being ‘lazy’. In the same way, they will go out of their way to provide assistance to 

someone they identify as ‘worthy’. These assignations are often made very quickly, and while 



 159 

subject to subsequent revision through interaction, often do not change. In my situation, while there 

may be an identity assignation process that aligns with this in terms of individual students, the 

broader reality is that I am aware in advance of the ‘different’ status of the students as Aboriginal, 

who in turn comprise a group, which helps to frame my expectations (this notion of difference was 

discussed in Chapter 3). Thus, I am sensitised to the work that will be done, and to some of the 

difficulties that may present themselves. There is no doubt that this preparatory work, which 

generates a picture of the students and their task (in which the teaching I provide plays a role), 

focuses more on a structural picture of impending situations, noting the ontological and 

epistemological differences which go along with the students’ Aboriginal identity. And this, in turn, 

predisposed me to think how barriers that emerged in this story were not due to the individual 

proclivities of the students, but their ‘status’ as Aboriginal students living in remote Australia, and in 

turn, to question how a problem that has this as its ‘origin’, might be addressed in a systematic way.   

More broadly, there are three elements of these two texts that are important to note here for what I 

am attempting to do through telling stories and the writing that accompanies them. The first is that 

both books are written from the position of a ‘judging observer’ (Pyne Addelson 1994). In this the 

authors take their raw data and interpret it using, presumably in the case of Lipsky because he does 

not discuss his method, and certainly in the case of Maynard Moody and Musheno because they do, 

standard social science approaches. The authors identify themes that emerge from their raw data, 

providing accounts that ‘make sense’ of the mass of data they have accumulated. These accounts 

tell the reader what it all ‘means’ when considered together. In contrast I am attempting to work the 

other way, from a first-person account that can in no way be considered an authoritative or all-

encompassing view of the situation from which it emerged. My stories are unavoidably partial, they 

are produced from my unique located position in relation to what happened, which is only one of 

many possible views. Even more, my accounts are necessarily selective, I do not claim to be 

providing an objective account. I include things I think are significant and gloss over or ignore things 

that I don’t consider to be relevant. One of my tasks, therefore, is to defend this writing and this 
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practice as I seek to make it serve the ends of this thesis, that being to shed light on those situations 

in which I have experienced disconcertment as a way of using my experiences to learn and develop 

as a practitioner, and through that, provide better services to those I do work with as a 

representative of an organisation.  

The second element that I want to draw attention to is the way that both Street Level Bureaucracy 

and Cope, Teachers, Counsellors conceptualise how street-level bureaucrats build their own sense 

and understanding of their role. This in part reflects the judging observer stance they take in their 

analysis, relying on their own analysis of what was meaningful. This was possibly exacerbated by not 

inquiring specifically into how personal understandings of the role were developed by street-level 

bureaucrats. Their resulting analyses focus on three specific elements that they argue configure a 

street-level bureaucrat’s understanding of their role: rules, policies and procedures; peers, hierarchy 

and organisational culture; and, their own understanding of themselves as citizens (Maynard-Moody 

and Musheno 2003, Lipsky 2010). In this, service recipients are not considered important in framing 

how a street-level bureaucrat configures their role. My experience is that my client group, Aboriginal 

students, and their families and communities, are a powerful configuring agent in my understanding 

of my role. In addition, the fact that in almost all cases those I taught were living on their own land 

and seeking to undertake action on that land that were based on their own knowledge practices, in 

concert with those drawn from Western land management practice, meant that the land itself was 

also a powerful configuring agent. In short, the role I inhabited was as much configured by the 

students and their land as it was by the rules and procedures and other aspects of my organisation, 

the university. This shift in understanding what shapes my role lends support to paying greater 

attention to the situations in which street-level work takes place, and recognising the diverse range 

of elements that come together to play configuring roles, including recipients.  

Constructing first person narratives: configuration all the way through 
 



 161 

Understanding the recipient as a significant configuring agent is another reason why narrative, and 

the experience of front-line workers, is valuable in settings where there is weak principal oversight, 

and that is narrative’s potential in making visible the experience of the ‘public’ who are implicated in 

the situation. It is important to note that I am not attempting to understand or explain how my work 

is experienced by my students as I generate my narratives, just that their presence in the situations 

in which disconcertment arises, can help to understand that they play a configuring role. In this, I 

further suggest that the ‘principal-agent problems’ highlighted earlier, completely overlook the role 

of the ‘public’ who are the ultimate object of both the principal and the agent as they do their work. 

Without the public, the work would not exist, yet a purely organisational focus risks that their 

experience, and their goals and aspirations in seeking services (even if they are cast into the role of 

service recipients with little or no choice) ultimately determine whether the service can be said to 

‘work’. In the situation I detail, expecting that Aboriginal people, working on their country and for 

whom English is a second language, can effectively and without risk, articulate their desires and 

hopes for the service they receive would require pretending that the processes of colonisation have 

had no effect. It would also require me to imagine that somehow I, as the agent, can fully 

understand what they are hoping to receive from our training relationship, and the form that it 

might take in order to maximise its success. It is in such situations that a focus on disconcertment, 

and arising from that the construction of narrative, emerges as a justifiable and effective strategy for 

an agent seeking to do the best and most effective work, both for their principal and the public who 

are implicated in that work.  

My story also shows that the country, and the activities that occur on country, are significant for the 

people who belong to that country. Many Aboriginal people living across northern Australia live on 

the country of their ancestors, and thus their relationship with that country, and its role in their own 

understandings of who they are, is important in any business that purports to ‘conserve and 

manage’ that country (to take only a very limited view of the role country plays in Aboriginal 

conceptions of identity). When we were ‘on country’ the students were knowledgeable and 
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confident, they knew the places, their importance, their relationship to other places and the people 

responsible for them in an Aboriginal sense. As an agent in shaping what was possible, it was clear 

that the land was much more than an abstract ‘nature’, which was made from ‘resources.’ It 

undoubtedly required humans (in the eyes of the people I worked with), but their conception of 

what it meant to ‘manage’ it well were clearly very different from that imagined by the Training 

Package designers. Thinking about the role of place (not space) in the doing of this work in this or 

any place where Aboriginal people are concerned is clearly something that needs attention. But how 

can a unique place participate in the formulation of an agenda in which its agency is written out 

before things have even started? This is a question I find myself often returning to.   

The final element of note is that my interest in examining my own practice, and using it as a basis for 

improving it, resonates with both Street Level Bureaucracy and Cops, Teachers, Counsellors, in that 

they both see greater examination of the work of street-level bureaucrats as of great importance in 

“advancing an understanding of the critical roles of government on which modern, successful 

societies depend” (Lipsky 2010 p214). They are concerned that in an era where trust in government 

seems to be eroding, the importance of street-level bureaucrats’ work takes on greater significance. 

This is despite the complications that new arrangements, such as the outsourcing of service delivery, 

have for the state-citizen ‘contract’. My work, like theirs, is a contribution to understand the critical 

role of people at the front-lines in generating the experience of individuals, and through them 

organisations, and ultimately, the possibilities for society itself.  

So, in turn this moves the implications from my dilemmas from that of a lone individual making 

sense of his work situation into one that informs Lipsky’s central thesis: what we should understand 

as ‘policy’ is that which empirically comes into being through the actions of front-line workers. 

Street-level bureaucrats are the ones, when their work is considered collectively, who create what 

policy is: the actual experiences of the public who receive the services mediated by these workers. It 

is for this reason that Lipsky contended that the experiences and knowledge of those who do front-
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line work needs to be understood, for any understanding of policy that is not built from its 

implementation risks mistaking the ideal for the actual. Narrative is a way for the actual experience 

of front-line workers to be articulated, and used, through analysis (which juxtaposes the 

ethnographer in the flesh with the ethnographer in the text), to shed light on the dilemmas and 

disconcertments that arise. From this consideration of the issues that emerge can then potentially 

change practices, which allow the goals of principals to be realised more effectively. 

It is this collective nature of problems and the need for inquiry that seeks to solve them, that 

positions such inquiries arising from disconcertment as having relevance for policy, rather than as an 

issue pertaining only to a (possibly momentarily) confused individual. However, this ‘realisation’ 

does not necessarily ‘solve’ the problem. The story I have told, which attempts to frame the 

emergence of a feeling of disconcertment, assembles an ‘ensemble cast’ that brings together wildly 

disparate elements including the Western Desert, a rockhole, a vehicle, Aboriginal connections to 

country, curricula, inquiry methodology, colleagues, university sub-groups, and the concept of 

‘community engagement’ (among others). I position all these things as playing a configuring role in 

my disconcertment, the processes by which it is articulated, and in turn, their part in stimulating 

action. As configuring agents, they are not commensurate, and thus there is no neat way to draw 

lines between them as a way of trying to understand how the picture I have assembled might be 

meaningfully ‘manipulated’- through planned action- to address the disconcertment. However, 

reading this story, one element, which was present in the ‘Shopping in Pine Creek’ story in the first 

chapter, but which was not explored in any depth, recurs, but this time assumes a more 

complexified form, that of the university, understood as a subset of the category ‘organisation’.  

The configuring environment reconsidered 
 

The story of this chapter positions the university, as an organisation, as part of a larger complex, in 

which it is connected to universities in other countries. Its position in this larger complex, for the 

purposes of this situation, is performed through the articulation of the concept of community 
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engagement, which has emerged in the global knowledge economy, in which universities are key 

participants. Community engagement, a concept articulated within that larger complex, is able to be 

connected to the grounded situation in Kintore where I, as an employee of CDU, am playing my part 

of enacting the university’s vision of being  “a thriving university that dares to be different and takes 

advantage of its unique geography and demography to benefit the whole community though 

education, research and community engagement” (Charles Darwin University, 2008a p xxviii). Thus, 

the university, and through it the concept of community engagement, are positioned as agents in 

the disconcertment that emerges.  

But what does this achieve? What is the purpose of identifying the university, and community 

engagement through it, as actors in this particular assemblage? The first point is that if community 

engagement is going to mean anything, then it must mean something in the situations in which the 

university ‘acts.’ Thus, my role as a street-level bureaucrat enacting the university’s policies is critical 

for community engagement to mean anything. This is the point at which the organisation as an 

entity comes in; its ability to be understood as ‘something’ that does ‘community engagement’ relies 

on there being some basis to the assertion. While ever I, and others like me, act as only individuals, 

enacting whatever version of community engagement we have understood the university to be 

supporting, there is no possibility of developing a coordinated picture of this work. Thus, while the 

collective work me and others do that we think of as enacting ‘community engagement’ can be 

understood to be policy, in the sense promulgated by Lipsky, the basis for the university saying that 

it takes community engagement seriously can only be understood as a rhetorical claim rather than 

as a statement of fact, if there is no further work upon which the claim rests.  

However, as a university agent, and one making the argument I am making, I cannot claim that the 

university itself exists as somehow ‘separate’ to the actions that constitute it, which obviously 

include mine. So, I am implicated in whether the university can claim to be doing community 

engagement, and my actions are part of action undertaken by the university in relation to it. I saw 
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the concept of community engagement as one holding promise in terms of getting assistance in 

dealing with the dilemmas I faced within my work. But is this all the university, as organisation, is: a 

simple amalgam of all the work done by individuals who are employed by it? Of course not, but to 

understand its agency in my disconcertment, and from that to understand what its role might be in 

generating possibilities for doing things differently, more appreciation of how an organisation is 

constituted and produced in action is required. For now however, this problem remains a work 

unresolved. 
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Chapter 6- The Tangentyere Council Research Hub 
 

Synoptic map 
 

The role of this chapter in the thesis is to articulate the emergence of the figure, the ‘sensitised 

actor’, as an outcome of the work in which the experience of the ‘ethnographer in the flesh’ is 

meditated through the figure of the ‘ethnographer in the text’. This sensitised actor emerges from 

and through the interpretive process, in which the acts and utterances of others provide the impetus 

to consider questions of responsibility, epistemology and morals in research work that involves 

Aboriginal people.  

Beginning with a narrative which centres centre on a discussion between the author and a group of 

Aboriginal researchers, this chapter focuses on the ethics and politics of Aboriginal research, through 

considering a statement by a senior elder and researcher of what ‘the job’ of research is.  

Recognising that the Aboriginal research practice the author is being introduced to has an uneasy 

relationship with a wider research field, the chapter considers how local research practices, 

themselves entailing local conceptualisations of what is means to be ‘responsible’, iterate with that 

wider field, to explore the relationship between them. Embedded in the action, the author seeks to 

understand what the senior elder’s statement might mean for him as a located actor. The 

disconcertment, about what the statement might be asking the author to do, begins a search 

through which an understanding of the senior elder’s statement as ‘political’ is developed. 

Recognising the statement’s political dimensions has, in turn, moral implications, which in turn asks  

the author to explore how he conceptualises his role as the coordinator of an Aboriginal research 

entity. The chapter concludes by offering a summation of the effects of the process of inquiry in 

terms of the figure developed within it: the sensitised actor. 
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The researchers have returned from their day out in the field doing interviews, part of the 

government commissioned work evaluating the impact of the ‘Income Management’ trials the 

government have implemented in various locations around Australia. One of the researchers in 

particular is agitated, clearly unhappy about something. It feels like it is my job to work out what it is 

and, if possible, do something about it. I have very recently started as the Research Coordinator and 

had no role in framing, or signing off on, the research being conducted.  

We sit around the central table in the Research Hub to debrief. I have not been aware of any disquiet 

about this research before this; on paper it seems like a good project for the Hub, with Aboriginal 

researchers conducting research with Aboriginal people from the Town Camps who are subject to 

Income Management, about which there is much concern and interest, both locally and nationally. As 

we talk it becomes apparent that there are, and have been, a range of reservations about the 

research, which pertain to both the methods and its methodology. One of the concerns is the 

problems the researchers are experiencing which stems from the requirement that the interviews be 

done using iPads. 

“So, what is the problem with the iPad?” I ask. 

“Well, the main problem is that there are all these automatic jumps in the interview, which happen 

when people answer questions in particular ways” one of the researchers states. 

“What do you mean?” I respond. 

“Well, when we do the interview and ask a person a question and they answer it in one way, the 

interview program will then open up a next set of questions, which they then have to answer. If the 

next person answers the same question a different way, the interview program might jump that 

person to a different set of questions. This means that this next person might not be asked the same 

questions which the previous person was asked. As we do more interviews, we’re finding that the 

way the program jumps us around mean that people are not being asked all of the things that seem 
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to be important. It seems to us that things are being left out and there is no way we can change 

things to make sure that all the questions that seem important are being asked.” 

“So, the iPad won’t let you go into certain sections of the interview if people respond in particular 

ways?” I follow up. 

“Yes” comes the definitive reply. 

“And can you tell me why that’s a problem?” I ask further. 

“Because we know from other interviews that some of the questions that get missed are important 

ones, and it [the interview program] seems to stop us from asking people some questions and 

recording things that they might think are important in telling us about their experience of Income 

Management” the researcher explains. 

While this exchange is between the two of us, I get the feeling that she is articulating the view of 

others in the group. 

“So why are you using the iPad then?” I continue, trying to get at the central concern. 

“Because that is what they [the contracting organisation] want us to do. They say that the iPad 

makes the data collection easier, it enables them to analyse the data more easily, and they say that it 

ensures that the data collected from different places is consistent. Their idea is that the iPad makes 

the job easier and better.” 

“Ok, so you think that using the iPads is actually making things harder for you, because it means that 

you can’t follow up on things that seem important and there is no way for you to change it?” 

“Yes, we got training with the iPads when they came here to do a workshop for the research, but we 

didn’t know at the time about any of these issues. Before you came, we tried to let them know about 

our concerns, but they just thought it was because we didn’t know how to use them properly. This is 

starting to piss us off because we are starting to worry that this research is not going to really help to 
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tell the story that people want to tell about what it’s like to be on Income Management, and that 

might make people cross. Even though we are using iPads it just feels like we are clipboards for hire 

again.” 

“Ok, so it seems to me that there are a couple of issues here. One is that using the iPads means that 

you don’t really have any control over the interview and that is a concern, the other is that even the 

questions you are forced to ask, and the way the iPad moves you through the interview, means that 

what people are really trying to say is not able to be recorded, and that is a worry for you?” I say, 

trying to sum up the concerns that seem to be being presented to me. 

I am also intrigued by the ‘clipboards for hire’ comment, but at this point the senior elder, an aunt to 

most of those assembled, and the group’s de facto mentor (while also being employed as a casual 

researcher like the others), starts to speak. 

“The thing is that we started this Research Hub so that we could take back some control over the 

research that goes on in our communities. We were sick and tired of people coming in from outside 

with their own ideas about research, doing things in their own way, and then taking what they found 

away. Now, we understand that we need to take on research like this to keep the place running, and 

we know that we cannot have full control over research we are doing in partnership with other 

organisations, but this research project is starting to create problems and we are worried that we 

don’t have ways to make sure the stories that people want to tell get told, told.” 

“So, what can we do about it do you think?” I ask. I am looking for what practical steps I can take to 

address the concern being articulated. 

“Well I don’t know what we can do, but given you are new here it is important that you understand 

some things about what we are trying to do.” 

The senior elder, in saying this, is not angry, but she does seem to see this as an opportunity to 

explain something about the place- Tangentyere Council’s Research Hub- and what it does, in the 
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hope that I might understand more deeply what sits underneath this concern about the iPads and the 

way this research has been framed. 

“The thing is that we set this place up so that we can make a difference in our own lives” the senior 

elder continues. “For us research is not about ‘finding things out,’ it is about making a difference. If 

we can’t make a difference then we are not doing our jobs. People are concerned about income 

management for all sort of reasons and it’s our job to make sure that these concerns are able to be 

heard. But it’s also more than that, we are doing research to help to strengthen our communities, so 

that means doing things in the right way, Aboriginal way. We’re not trying to tell anyone else what 

to do” 

 “Can you tell me more about that- what it means to do research in an Aboriginal way?” 

“Well the first thing is that as Aboriginal people we have a responsibility to connect things up with 

the past. Our job when we go out is to show how what we are doing now pays respect to the people 

who are here now, as well as everyone who went before us. Our job as researchers is to use research 

to make our communities stronger. We do this by showing how what we do now is built on what 

those who went before us did. Without them, their efforts, we would not be here now. We must show 

how what we are doing now connects with what went before.” 

“So, what you are saying is that doing research Aboriginal way is focused not just on what you find 

out, but the way that you do things to find those things out?” I venture. 

“We have a responsibility to work in the right way” she carries on. “In our communities the old 

people need to be recognised, we must talk to them first to get their blessing to do research. Then we 

need to talk to the right people in the right way; we are there to get their story, not to put one in 

their mouth. If we do it right, they will feel recognised, and they will know that we will do the right 

thing with their story. We respect them by following the ways that Aboriginal people have always 

done knowledge work.” 
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Needless to say, this conversation opened my eyes to a lot of aspects of research which I had not 

really considered before, which also indicated that my job here was bigger than I had anticipated. 

While I would have to deal with the issue in a practical sense, what was being presented to me was a 

version of research that broadened the scope of what was important, and the ends to which research 

aspired in this place; in effect it was a vision of what research could, and should, be. How this came 

to affect my dealings with the organisation that contracted us to do the income management 

research opened my eyes further on how different takes on what research ‘is’ open up or close down 

the opportunities for research as a practice to make a difference, but that can wait for another day.  

A new learning journey 
 

To set the scene for dealing with the many messages contained within this story, all of which 

deserve consideration, the first thing I want to draw attention to is that this encounter is the starting 

point of an experience of disconcertment that formed slowly. I went over this conversation again 

and again in my head. I was being presented, very clearly, with a research philosophy that I had not 

heard articulated in that way before, and obviously needed to comprehend, if I was to be effective in 

this new role, but I also had to deal with the situation that precipitated it’s voicing to me there and 

then, even if not immediately. And it seemed to me that in order to deal with the pressing issue 

properly, I needed to understand the philosophical issue. The philosophical issue did not seem to me 

an issue of comprehension, as much as an issue of how could I, appropriately and respectfully, get 

up to speed with the politics and practices of a knowledge economy which only recently I was not a 

part of. Now that I was, and in a significant way, did not mean there was a way to fast track the 

process in this context, I would just need to do what I could. 

Of immediate interest was how did what I thought I already knew about what constituted ‘good’ 

research in Indigenous contexts resonate or differ from that articulated by the senior elder? Prior to 

my employment at the Research Hub I had been involved in a number of research projects in which I 

worked closely with Aboriginal people on issues of concern to them. This research work had 
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followed other work I have done (and recounted through other stories in this thesis) in teaching and 

business development, and that work had undoubtedly assisted me as I developed an awareness of 

different conceptions of research. Through those research encounters I had developed some 

capacity to work with these alternative conceptions of research and its processes, however what I 

encountered here opened my eyes to new perspectives which had not previously emerged in my 

research work.  

The first thing to recognise is that there is no way for someone like me, following the lessons 

articulated elsewhere in this thesis, to develop an understanding of the local research philosophy 

that does not grow my from my own located position. This chapter, therefore will try to do justice to 

two processes that run in parallel, and which are alluded to in my story; that of what I did and how I 

made sense of that, itself a process of narrativising and interpreting that took place through the 

research work being conducted by the Research Hub, and, a broader process (of which it is an 

integral part and which is still ongoing), of understanding what I was being introduced to, and what 

that means for me as a researcher and practitioner working with Aboriginal people on issues of 

concern in their (and our) lives.  

Recognising that while there was a lot to digest in what I’d been told (which would take me some 

time to process), I needed to get on and deal with the iPad issue which had been raised. I thought 

that the best way to do this was to ‘show’ the researchers that I was ‘on their side’ by calling the 

contact in the company that had subcontracted us to discuss the issue and hopefully find some 

resolution. I figured that this would show the researchers that I understood the issue as one that 

would not be addressed through spending more time ‘practicing’ on the iPads or one that could be 

solved by interrogating the logics of the way the interview program was set up to ‘run’ the interview, 

but as one that hinged on the way they thought it ought to be done. 

I called the contact and after introducing myself and going through some preliminaries I explained 

the situation. In turn, I was the recipient of a patronising interrogation of my rationale for making the 
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call, and the basis on which it was made. Questions like, ‘do you understand the importance of 

getting consistent information, which the iPads ensure (taking the subjective element out of the 

researcher’s hands)?’ ‘Do you think perhaps it’s their lack of confidence in using the iPads?’ ‘What 

have you done to solve this problem there? The contract is pretty clear on what is required, and that 

is what you signed up for.’ It was clear that I either I had misjudged the situation, thinking they would 

be more understanding, or that I had not thought my way through how I would run the conversation 

from my side in advance. Either way things were off to a bit of a rocky start with the organisation 

who had been positioned as quite an important source of income for the Research Hub. 

I took some time and composed an email, trying to strike the right tone between being 

understanding of the fact that the contracting organisation felt that they had entered into an 

arrangement in good faith, and perhaps they thought that I, as a bit of a Johnny come lately (in their 

eyes), was questioning, and the need to ensure that the researcher’s concerns were heard and 

addressed. But also, that some kind of resolution would be produced that would be ok for everyone. I 

felt myself walking along a thin line as I did this, conscious of the needs of the two groups, as well as 

of my own as the coordinator who needed to find my own way in my new position, the 

responsibilities of which I took seriously. It felt like an initiation of sorts. 

I received a polite email in response, and the suggestion of a follow up chat. I went and talked about 

what I should say with the two senior researchers, both of whom reiterated that the iPads were a 

problem for members of the team, and that an alternative needed to be found. Confidently armed 

with a clear position, I called. The ensuing discussion had a very different tone to the first one, they 

were, they assured me, committed to working with us and making sure that the researchers felt 

comfortable. They acknowledged that the iPad training did not discuss some of the issues that I had 

raised and that they did not think to develop mechanisms through which things of that sort might be 

raised. For my part I acknowledged that there was much I still needed to learn, about both 

conducting research as a subcontractor as well as about the local research context, and in light of my 
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experience in the position all I could ask for was forgiveness if I had not approached the issue with 

them in a way that demonstrated my openness to their position in ensuring the research was 

completed on time and to a standard they could defend with others. To that end, they said that the 

interviews could be done on paper, but that we would need to find a new way to upload the 

information to ensure its rigour. This seemed an agreeable end to the negotiation and with that I 

went back to the team to tell them the good news. 

Whose goals, whose agenda? 
 

This was not the last negotiation I had with this research contracting agency over this project, but we 

never did another project with them. Our interactions were often strained, with me trying to assure 

them that we were committed to doing what we said we would do, but that at the same time trying 

to make sure they understood we were not like other sub-contracting research agencies, in that the 

expertise we offered, and indeed the reason they approached Tangentyere in the first place, was 

because of the unique ‘inside’ access the Research Hub offered. It seemed to me that they ‘wanted 

to have their cake and eat it too’, something we know is not possible. As a learning experience, the 

lesson I took from this is that I needed to be very clear with external agencies interested in working 

with us (of whom there seemed to be enough to ensure that we had enough money to pay the bills 

(no small feat for a unit like ours)) what exactly they were ‘purchasing’, and what this did, and more 

importantly, did not, mean in terms of what we could deliver. Most of the external agencies who 

wanted us to do some work with them welcomed this clarity around what working with us meant in 

practical (and philosophical) terms. Of course, this did not mean that other issues did not arise in the 

doing of projects which needed to be dealt with, but having clear discussions ahead of the doing of 

any work helped to ensure that such issues could be worked through satisfactorily enough.  

This grounding, which positions research as a task which involves contested objects, was a constant 

in my work as the coordinator of the Research Hub. The notion that the exact nature of the object of 

research could not be known in advance, was challenging for external agencies, who were at pains 
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to fix as many elements as they could about shared research in advance. By contrast, the local 

researchers saw good research as growing out of a collective process in which the objects of 

relevance would solidify in the process of doing research. This often left critical elements of a 

research plan in a ‘worryingly’ (for the external agency) nebulous state at the beginning of a 

research process, which for the local researchers was an important position for it to be. Their 

position was that ‘too much’ prescription around what and how things would be done would 

constrain or eliminate the capacity of people (which includes research subjects) to craft research in 

ways that, as they saw it, ensured its legitimacy, relevance and effectiveness.   

What am I doing here? 
 

To discuss the concepts of purpose, legitimacy and effectiveness as research ‘aims,’ and their place 

in framing the work of the Research Hub, I am going to attempt to generate a process in which I 

place some of the ‘lessons’ I feel was taught at the Research Hub alongside the understandings I 

have developed (in a hermeneutic process) of Indigenous research, as articulated by Linda Tuhiwai 

Smith’s seminal book , Decolonising Methodologies. I am going to do this by focusing on two 

chapters in particular, the first being Chapter Four, entitled ‘Research Adventures on Indigenous 

Lands,’ the second being Chapter 7, ‘Articulating an Indigenous Research Agenda’ (Smith 2002). I 

have chosen these two chapters because to me they illuminate critical subject matter relating to 

how I came to understand my role at the Tangentyere Council Research Hub, and what this suggests 

about how an outsider might participate productively within an Indigenous research context, the 

importance of which was clearly embedded in what the senior elder told us all. How could I, and 

through my learnings others, not make the mistake of being someone who comes “in from outside 

with their own ideas about research, doing things in their own way, and then taking what they found 

away?” 

What I am seeking to do is to create a conversation between my lived experience of research in an 

Indigenous setting (in which research figures) and key literature that seeks to make sense of 



 176 

research practiced in such settings. Such a conversation needs to think about both the ‘past’ and 

‘the here and now’, and their relation to each other, so that a situated interpretation of my work 

and its place in Indigenous research, understood as something practiced by many, in many places 

and in many ways, can be generated. In short, to use my stories to interrogate the book, and the 

book to interrogate my story, to see what, if anything, can be produced from such a conversation. 

My instinct is that knowledge is always emerging in the interstices produced by new situations; 

where what we think we know, and what we find in the world, meet. Thus, the knowledge that helps 

us to do our work better (and what that means) itself emerges in the work we do, which in turn 

means we need to be conscious of how we go about our work as we’re doing it (as far as we can be). 

My suspicion is that the senior elder’s imploring of the need to ‘connect up with the past’ is 

something that is not given enough weight when we think about what to do next, but that it should 

be, and here I was being offered an opportunity to ‘think how that might be thought’ (to borrow a 

phrase from Donna Haraway).  

Reading and reflecting 

 

Knowing ‘about’ 
 

So, to ‘Research adventures on Indigenous Lands’. I have read this chapter a number of times, and 

the message that I take from it keeps morphing, not staying stable as an object. On my first reading I 

deliberately did not take notes. The message I took from that reading focused on the pivotal role of 

people coming in from the outside in framing what is ‘able’ to be known, thus setting the terms for 

how Indigenous people were, and would be, viewed by people in the places from where those 

outsiders came. In this, the outsider is making knowledge for the consumption of other outsiders, 

who in turn come, their expectations about what they will find already configured by those who 

came before them. In practice, the effect of this process is that knowledge is understood as content; 

knowing is knowing about. Knowing about makes it possible to participate; to feel some sort of 

grounding for what to expect and what might come your way. The early ‘explorers’, with their 
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imperial views saw the land and the people they encountered as things to be known about, with a 

view to using this knowledge to help them to navigate to get what they wanted: land for future 

expansion, resources to exploit, how to deal with resistance and the like. There was not the sense 

that they wanted to know with people, and that in fact seemed like it was an impossibility, given the 

way they saw the world.  

The significance of this first reading for me was to think about: how was what I knew about research 

in Indigenous contexts a product of my own ‘research adventures’? How was I the same as, and 

different from, those early explorers as they sought to make the unknown into the known? What 

was I using to ground me in new spaces? In short, the question for me was: am I any different to 

those who came before me? Is what I know merely built on what people ‘like me’ knew before me 

and what I in turn build on? Was I just the next in a long line of outsiders having my own ‘research 

adventure on Indigenous lands?’ 

I am not sure I am in a strong position to answer this question yet, and indeed answering it 

definitively one way or another may not be the point. Rather what does this piece of literature help 

me to see and understand about the workings of the Research Hub and my role in it. And more 

broadly the point is what does my experience of thinking through these things offer anyone else? 

At this point it seems to make sense to go back to the story. In it, I am being initiated into a way of 

understanding research as a living practice in a ‘here and now’ of which I am now a part, one which 

is concerned about exploitative research practices, but which is more focused on how things ought 

to be done, and the ends that emerge from them. In this sense their worry is perhaps as much 

focused on this particular instance of research and the role that I might play in it, than it is on how 

things might have been done in the past. In their eyes I guess it is possible I might come to be an 

imperially focused researcher, one who comes and takes and knows for their own benefit, but if that 

is to be the case, it will emerge as they see what I do with what they offer.  
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More focused reading reveals further intersections between what Tuhiwai Smith and the 

Tangentyere researchers are concerned about. The first is how knowledge about Indigenous people 

is generated and the power it has to frame issues that position Indigenous people in particular ways. 

Tuhiwai’s contention and concern is that as observations about Indigenous people become 

institutionalised, the “more authoritative and influential” they become (Smith 2002 p79). The 

processes of formalising knowledge contribute to framing Indigenous people as occupying ‘inferior’ 

positions and thus naturally subject to the concerns of those who position themselves in ‘superior’ 

positions. In this, Smith refers to other authors who observe that while Indigenous people would 

have had their own interpretations of what people from outside were doing and thinking as they 

went about their business, these versions never contributed to the ‘master narratives’ that framed 

how further outsiders understood the people and lands they were invading. Central to this process 

was that the authors of the observations were often simultaneously at the centre of their accounts 

while also absent from them- they wrote about the lands and people as if the observations they 

made were factual statements about a world ‘out there’, not personal perspectives that ought to be 

weighed against other accounts, and written in ways that did not acknowledge the partiality of their 

position. These authorial positions are consistent with the ‘judging observer’ position mentioned 

elsewhere.  

All this contributed to a consensus among those who thought of themselves as ‘constructing 

knowledge’ through their writings that they were observing people whose cultures were ‘decaying’, 

seemingly without concern about the fact that if this were to be the case they were actively 

contributing to it. This blindness was critical to the research process that saw outsiders understand 

themselves as trying to generate knowledge that would be valuable in the future as the decaying 

process invariably continued to its logical end- of the people they were writing about as unique 

people. This in turn leads to another of Tuhiwai Smith’s observations that is relevant to the vision of 

research as articulated by the Research Hub researchers: that research is only useful if it is done in 

the service of making things better. Tuhiwai Smith observes that Indigenous people had to stand by 
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while what was considered important in research terms was framed by those coming from outside, 

at the same time as Indigenous people’s land was being stolen, and they themselves were being 

increasingly marginalised and controlled. In short, research and writing seemed resolutely focused 

on not making a difference for them in the times and places they lived.  

The final effect of the processes outlined by Tuhiwai Smith was that Indigenous people were defined 

as the problem, seemingly one whose origins lay completely within themselves, but for which 

solutions could only be generated externally. Complex processes including cultural imperialism, 

economic expansion and the belief in the hierarchy of races, contributed to the naturalising of this 

framing within colonial nations. These framings persist, despite the fact that Indigenous people have 

found ways to voice their own concerns. This insight is partly what informs the disquiet expressed by 

the Tangentyere researcher when discussing the income management research; the research that 

they are expected to undertake is focused on a subject- Income Management- which exists because 

they, as Indigenous people, are positioned as a problem which requires an externally generated 

solution. What is more, the Income Management research itself, as conceived and rolled out by 

those with the primary research contract, gave Aboriginal people no space to participate in the 

process in a way that they feel was respectful and productive. This is why they do not want to be 

‘clipboards for hire’, for being one does not enable them to use the research process to address 

what they are concerned about, even when on the surface it appears to be an opportunity to do so.  

Whose knowledge, whose methods? Questions of epistemology 
 

Tuhiwai Smith deals with the possibilities for research practiced with Indigenous people involved 

more fully in the process in the chapter ‘Articulating and Indigenous Research Agenda.’ Drawing on 

examples from a range of countries she discusses the possibilities of, and the political importance of, 

research done in ways that are inclusive of Indigenous perspectives. This chapter has a more 

contemporary focus yet is explicitly built on the previous work from prior chapters demonstrating 

that even the possibilities for what this means have already been framed by work done in other 
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times (even if in the same places). She details that there are a range of ways that this is now being 

done, cautioning that attempts to be inclusive do not mean that Indigenous aspirations will 

inevitably be achieved through work named in this way; there are many pitfalls that still stand in the 

way of doing things differently. One of those she discusses is about the ‘place’ of Indigenous people 

in the research process. In processes that imagine that the goal of a project is the production of 

‘content,’ there is a danger that critical other aspects of knowing remain disregarded, particularly 

the role of research as a process in building people and communities. The TCRH story shows that the 

researchers are paying attention to far more than just content; for them research is a way of 

changing lives. Yet in the example posed, their ability to act in ways consistent with this imperative 

are marginalised, so that their participation risks doing further harm in the name of helping 

community members to participate and to gather more meaningful data. 

Part of the difficulty that Tuhiwai Smith identifies is that research that seeks to involve Indigenous 

people is often constructed according to an understanding that researchers are ‘outsiders’; that to 

do their work properly they must somehow be ‘separate’ from the work they are trying to do. The 

TCRH researchers make clear that this is neither possible nor desirable; it is their status as ‘insiders’ 

that inspires them to use research as a vehicle for change. Importantly this does not mean that the 

information they collect and produce is not important, but it does radically recast the process by 

which that information comes about, and thus what research can be understood to produce. A key 

aspect of this that Tuhiwai Smith discusses involves method and methodology, and through them 

she asserts a link with self-determination, a link the TCRH researchers would likely be comfortable 

with, and discusses some of the difficulties this raises. The doing of research (in all its phases) is what 

holds the key to its emancipatory potential. If Indigenous people are involved (and thought of) only 

as collectors of data, then key aspects of the potential of research to make a difference are 

eliminated from the process right from the start, regardless of the intentions of others in the 

process. In the case of the Income Management research, the concerns and demands of the 

Indigenous researchers were unable to be effectively addressed, leaving them feeling damaged by a 
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process that sought at the beginning to include them. This points to a failure of the research 

methodology. 

The embodied aspect of research done by Indigenous people is something Tuhiwai Smith also 

discusses, noting that to attempt to do research from an (embodied and located) Indigenous 

perspective means that concepts like consent, timelines, rigour and responsibility need to be 

rethought. Being a member of a community that is the focus of research means that much more is 

on the line that just whether good data can be collected. Consent in TCRH research arrangements is 

more likely to be granted to a person than a project; it is the credibility of the person, and of 

Tangentyere as an Aboriginal organisation, with a history that they know, that assures someone that 

their participation will not lead them to any harm. This then potentially involves more work, 

particularly when young researchers are being trained on the job, as is the case in the Income 

Management research. Negotiations with elders need to take place in advance of discussions with 

research ‘subjects,’ to ensure that their place as overseers of work within their community is 

respected, and that the work the TCRH does is therefore properly governed. This work must follow 

the community “protocols of respect” (Smith 2002 p140) noting that it also takes a lot of energy, 

something which may be in short supply, depending on what else is going on. This, in turn, suggests 

that timelines may also be an issue for projects being done by Indigenous people where they are 

positioned in data collection or other roles in which their capacity to set the research agenda more 

broadly is limited. Research deadlines set in advance of discussions which place Indigenous people in 

partnership positions, rather than just as ‘subjects,’ undermine the very possibility of those 

discussions influencing how research needs to be done. Thus, doing research ‘the right way’ with 

Indigenous people has the capacity to undermine the structures on which established research 

systems rest. How this might be addressed in real time, and in real projects (the only place where it 

really will be), so that rather than being seen as a challenge that has the potential to undermine 

research, is seen as an opportunity for research to deliver valued outcomes is something that the 

TCRH is always grappling with, conscious of the limited sway that it has in such situations.  
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Doing research ‘responsibly’ might generally be taken to mean doing research that accords with 

both written and unwritten rules for what counts as good research. Developing a sound 

methodology and transparent processes, paying attention to how the research is justifiable and 

showing how any outputs from it reflect coherence across the phases, are the hallmarks of 

responsible research from a traditional academic point of view. Within universities, research is 

governed by ethics committees (among other more informal processes), which oversee research and 

grant approval for the conduct of research when they are satisfied that the research proposed meets 

explicit criteria. Externally the peer review process seeks to ensure that any research published is 

deemed of an acceptable standard. Through these two mechanisms responsible research is 

promoted, and while they cannot guarantee the research actually conducted is responsible, they are 

important in clearly setting out the parameters by which such judgements are able to be made 

across the process, from design to implementation and to reporting, as well as providing a formal 

path for those involved in research outside the university to hold researchers to account for their 

work. 

Within this reading of responsibility there are two key parts: the first is research design and 

methodology, how the research will appropriately and effectively inquire into the problem that is its 

object; and second, the process by which the research will be conducted as an empirical exercise. 

The first is focused on data and information- what will the research attempt to collect so that it can 

make assessments based on it, the second on the situations in which research action takes place- 

interviews, the distribution of surveys, focus groups and the like. Given that traditional research is 

built on a picture of data collection done by outsiders, responsible action consists of providing 

information clearly, remaining neutral, ensuring things are done in consistent ways so that the data 

collected will be valid. This attention to process is all in the service of collecting good information, 

which is the real focus of the research. Allied with this (though unstated) is that the identity of the 

researcher is not significant; they are merely a conduit through which the information, which is the 

focus, is collected. The idea that the ‘identity’ of the researcher might matter introduces a 
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confounding element into the doing of research, predicated as it is on the idea that the researcher is 

outside the research being done. How this importance of the ‘who’ figures within research, and the 

significance of its figuration, is something that can only be apprehended within research situations, 

and even then not as something that can be considered separately from its emergence.  

Responsible research. To whom are researchers accountable? 
 

This view of research responsibility, which relates to the goal of producing valid knowledge, in turn 

understood as content, is widespread. While different understandings of the goals of research are 

becoming more apparent, the central premise, that the focus of research is information- it’s 

collection and analysis- would not be widely contested. However, consider this next paragraph, 

which is taken from an interview conducted between TCRH researchers and researchers from 

Charles Darwin University. Being discussed is a research project conducted by the two organisations, 

the speaker is a senior Tangentyere researcher who is an Aboriginal person who lives in Alice 

Springs.  

“When I’m out there doing the interview the main thing I’m doing is making a connection 

with the person. As an Aboriginal person who doing research, the first thing I need to do is to 

make sure that the person is happy and comfortable to tell their story. To do this we need to 

make our connection in the Aboriginal way. This is the thing that lasts from doing the 

interview- the connection. I need to make it to get that person’s story, but the thing that 

remains is the connection, and so this is the main thing I need to pay attention to…” 

This articulation of the goal of doing research as making a connection with another Aboriginal 

person through following a set of (unwritten and unspoken) protocols that govern their social 

conduct would sit at odds with most conceptions of what research is ‘for’. This incongruity arises 

because of the general understanding that the focus of research, in this part of the process 

(interviewing), is (the elicitation of) information. Here the TCRH researcher, because of her 

participation as an insider, identifies another bigger goal, that of making a connection, something 
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she sees as a lasting outcome from the research episode. As she sees it, not only does paying 

attention to the connection ensure the validity of the information, it conceptualises any research 

moment as part of something larger bigger. And this something larger, the ‘doing’ of research that 

enables people to connect as Aboriginal people through the process named ‘research’, is understood 

as something that transcends any particular project, and even research as a whole. Research is 

subservient to the making of people and community through action, a reading that radically recasts 

the notion of responsibility as imagined within an academic setting.  

This orientation that recasts research as a process in the here and now in which the sociality of the 

research situation itself matters, is a living example of what the senior elder named as ‘connecting 

up with the past’ in the narrative that started this chapter. The social protocols of Aboriginal people, 

embedded in their interactions, have been enacted across the land we now call Australia for 

countless generations. They are learnt by young people through observing those around them, part 

of a socialising process whose object, drawing on Myers and Folds (see Chapter 5), is the production 

of autonomous, connected, responsible, adults. The learning of social protocols and their 

performance, demonstrating knowledge in new social situations is one manifestation of connecting 

the present to the past. The TCRH researcher is ‘connecting up with the past’ through her conduct; 

practices understood by her and those she works with through her research as actively constituting 

respectful action in the world, drawn from what they have learnt in their own lives as practices 

handed down from generation to generation. Understanding that research is a new way of doing 

what has already been done, albeit with potentially additional products, places its ‘doing’ for 

Aboriginal people in a different light to the conception of research that would see it as relating to 

(the collection, analysis and dissemination of) information. But what does ‘knowing’ this mean for 

those who come from the outside into these situations?  

That there are implications for local researchers doing work within their own communities is clear 

when one recognises this, but what responsibility do others implicated in the research hold in 
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relation to it? Saying that it is ‘Aboriginal business’; that it about work between Aboriginal people 

and thus does not bear on the other objects of research (understood in this aspect of research as the 

elicitation of information) is obviously a compartmentalisation that seeks to solve a complex 

problem by shunting it sideways. At the same time, it is incontrovertibly the case that ‘outsiders’ are 

not implicated in the Aboriginal knowledge economy in the same way as ‘insiders’ are; there are 

different expectations held for different kinds of actors in this work. Local researchers are aware 

that they are being judged according to criteria emanating from two distinct knowledge economies, 

yet this does not mean that all the responsibility for navigating a way through the tensions this 

brings up fall on their shoulders. What is being sought, as the senior elder suggests, is the 

opportunity to participate in the research process in ways that show that their knowledge 

production protocols matter as much as those that emanate from other knowledge traditions, and if 

this can be understood and enacted, then the work will contribute to the ongoing production of 

Indigenous life and practice as well as to good research outcomes.  

The research practices being discussed in the narrative are explicitly local practices; there is no 

assumption that what is right for ‘here’ should be right for other places, and indeed the senior elder 

points out that they are not trying to tell anyone else what to do in other places (consistent with the 

value placed on autonomy). To assume that in order to be valid in this place they need to be valid in 

other contexts is to make a universalist claim that has no warrant. Equally, it seems incorrect to 

assume that what is being called for is a purely relativist research practice, one which only makes 

sense locally and for some of the people configured by the research practiced in this place. In 

‘Articulating an Indigenous Research Agenda’ Tuhiwai Smith touches on this issue, first by noting 

that one way that Indigenous research practices are ‘legitimised’ is by understanding them as 

‘adaptations’ within a larger research whole; a subset with specifically local aims and practices which 

are justified in relation to their local aspirations. Such initiatives might be “referred to as community 

action research or emancipatory research” (Smith 2002 p127) which emphasise that their focus is 

not read as being directed toward the philosophies of research in a general sense. Such naming 
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strategies is one way to ensure that Indigenous practices do not threaten the broader research 

paradigm, leaving its ontological and epistemological assumptions beyond questions that might 

otherwise be raised. Of course, these local practices do entail questions that, from theoretical point 

of view, do bear on these assumptions. But what does this mean in practice, particularly given the 

senior elder explicitly professed not to be concerned with such questions? Should such assumptions 

be surfaced within every project? Would surfacing mean that the local purposes to which research 

might aspire is more, less, or equally likely to be achieved? Clearly with the emphasis on the 

development of research that meets the needs of the community in which it is conducted means 

that to impose such agendas from the outside would be wrong, yet the questions raised do need to 

be dealt with. But the question of how to move forward, given disparate aims, remains, and it is to 

that question that my participation in the TCRH was directed. How to make sense of the local 

research agenda in relation to other research agendas, which it can’t ignore, but whose assumptions 

is does not wholly share? 

How do different research agendas relate to each other? The political emerges 
 

Again, Verran’s Science and an African Logic holds some promise for finding a way to apprehend this 

problem, which is present within the research problem as outlined in the narrative, as well as 

needing to be thought about as general sense as an issue for the work of the TCRH. In this instance, 

unlike the case of Aboriginal desert society and its practices discussed in Chapter 4, there is no 

object to be ‘found’. Instead it appears as be a case where the object, the research practices of the 

Research Hub might, in an academic sense, be understood as some kind of ‘hybrid’. As a hybrid, the 

research practices of the Research Hub would be understood as incorporating knowledge making 

elements from (an already existing) research world, as well as those from (an already existing) 

Indigenous world. This hybrid would thus be a ‘new’ object which hitherto did not exist. The 

underlying logic would see this new ‘hybrid’ object being created from already existing ‘real’ things, 

so its ontological status would be the same (unlike its epistemology) as that of the ‘found’ object 
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already discussed in Chapter 4. But this does not appear to be what is being discussed by the senior 

elder. If that is the case, what then is the nature of the object(s) brought into being in the practices 

of the TCRH if they are neither a hybrid nor a subset of existing practices, and does it matter? 

The issue of relations between practices in settings conditioned by colonialism cannot be considered 

only as a matter of ontology or epistemology. There is an indisputable political element that must be 

accounted for in the process of working through issues of knowledge making in (post)colonial 

settings: whose knowledge counts and how? To sidestep this issue is to participate in ongoing 

colonial action, but to deal with the political means that an alternative knowledge making space is 

entered into, in which questions of ontology and epistemology remain relevant, but are positioned 

differently, as the issue is configured as more than a knowledge making matter. It seems to me that 

the senior elder’s call is at its core political, but not politics as it might commonly be understood, as a 

contest between positions. She is explicitly not saying that what she claims as legitimate practice 

needs to be operative in other places; it is not a universalist claim. At the same time, it is not a call 

that is competing for power; in the way of the TCRH there is no contest, just a desire to be taken 

seriously.  A common understanding of politics “the activity by which differing interests within a 

given unit of rule are conciliated by giving them a share in power in proportion to the welfare and 

survival of the whole community” does not account for how the senior elder’s call ought to be 

understood (Crick 2005 p7). This understanding of politics has its origins in ancient Greece, the 

writings of Aristotle in particular, and forms the basis of much of the understanding of modern 

politics: a domain in which claims are made and where different perspectives compete for 

ascendancy and power (Barker 2012). So, while the senior elder wants to be heard, and needs this 

claim to be recognised by others, she is not pitting her view against those of others. However the 

claim’s capacity to change things depends on how it is understood and acted upon by others; it is 

not a call to an empty space, it enters a political field. It is also clearly not simply a relativist call that 

says ‘what we do here concerns only us, and what you do there, concerns only you’; she is 

attempting to make a connection, but one that proceeds according (it seems to me) to a different 
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set of rules than one which understands politics as contest. She is also not positioning herself as a 

political operator, in the sense that the concerns that she is articulating are those of a constituted 

(even if informally) collective, which she represents. The specific concern she is voicing has emerged 

within the doing of this project at this time (which is not to say that similar issues may not have 

emerged before), carrying implications for this project as well as for the TCRH’s ongoing work in a 

general sense. It is from seeing her call as political that these implications arise. So, on what basis am 

I understanding her statement as political, and what does the nature of its framing suggest about 

the nature of the ‘problems’ and therefore what kinds of ‘solutions’ might be generated? 

In this instance I was being invited to hear, to understand and, possibly as a consequence, to act, as 

a result of hearing the senior elder’s declaration. The problem, emerging in the collective work of 

the researchers as they sought to do their job, created the opportunity for the senior elder to 

produce (or seize?) a moment, through which our relationship could be made; I needed to 

understand what was being said as a message to all of us who were assembled in that room. As an 

‘opportunity’, it was not a given; what I did with what I heard would in part determine the nature of 

our relationship, not unlike how I thought about the actions that followed the disconcerting moment 

which formed the basis of the ‘Shopping for Pine Creek’ story in Chapter 3 of this thesis.  

To understand what the senior elder was saying, I needed to think about it in relation to my 

presence in that room at that time. I was new to the Research Coordinator role, a position that had 

not been filled for some time, and which the Manager of the Section in which it was located had 

argued long and hard to retain. The Research Hub, which I was now the coordinator of, was not 

formed as a unit deliberately, it grew into one, following a project conducted between the 

Tangentyere Council and the National Drug Research Institute11. This project was established by 

Tangentyere to elicit the views of Alice Springs Aboriginal Town Camp residents about the impacts of 

the liquor restrictions that were imposed in Alice Springs from 2002 to 2003. The reason 

 
11 Part of Curtin University based in Perth, Western Australia http://ndri.curtin.edu.au/  

http://ndri.curtin.edu.au/
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Tangentyere did this was to address a shortcoming of the government commissioned evaluation of 

the restrictions which was going to conduct its evaluation via telephone, which while assumed to be 

a basic piece of communication technology, was something very few Town Camp houses had. Thus, 

the method for the government commissioned evaluation would not elicit the views of Town Camp 

residents, who were also held by many in Alice Springs to be the source of many of the problems 

relating to drinking that the restrictions were imposed to address. So right from the start, 

Tangentyere’s participation in research was political; an issue of whose opinions matter and how 

they might be counted.  

But what kind of politics is this? If, as already discussed, it seems dissimilar to politics as it is 

commonly understood, and which pertains to objects that are neither the products of hybrids of 

existing practices, nor subsets of other existing practices, then how should asserting it to be political 

be understood in terms of the actions it calls forth? On the other side of the world from central 

Australia resides a French philosopher who has written widely on politics and aesthetics. Jacques 

Rancière has articulated an understanding of politics that is at odds with the ‘general’ view (with its 

ancient Greece origins), which sees politics as a process through which claims for recognition get 

made and validated within a distinct domain of power, even though he does build his theory 

primarily on the writings of Plato and Aristotle. In Rancière’s view, the Aristotelian formulation of 

politics involves a paradox: it configures “a being who is the agent of an action and the matter on 

which that action is exercised”(Rancière 2015 p29). This formulation sees ruling being done by those 

equal to those ruled, constituting a subject who both rules and is ruled. This configuration, Rancière 

says, demands rigorous conceptualisation, problematising the taken for granted assumption that 

sees politics as the exercise of power, which presupposes that there are positions of superiority and 

inferiority. His question: how does a difference in power emerge among equals (Rancière 2015)? 

Probing further, he draws on Plato’s inventory of qualifications for ruling, noting that there are 

seven. Of these, there is only one Rancière is really interested in, the seventh, called ‘the choice of 

God’, which refers to democracy, the “specific situation in which it is the absence of entitlement that 
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entitles one to exercise the arkhè [to walk at the head, to lead]” (Rancière 2015 p31). In turn, this 

leads Rancière to posit that democracy is the very institution of politics itself. He takes the ‘normal’ 

order of things to be where human communities are seen “to gather under the rule of those 

qualified to rule and whose qualifications are evident by dint of their very rule” (Rancière 2015 p35), 

which could be any one of the six other qualifications documented by Plato. It is politics that disturbs 

this, whereby those who ‘don’t count’ intrude into the ‘normal’ running of things. He names this 

‘normal’ situation the ‘police’, a symbolic construction of society that sees it as being “made up of 

groups tied to specific modes of doing, to places in which these occupations are exercised, and to 

modes of being corresponding to these occupations and these places” (Rancière 2015 p36). The 

function of the ‘police’ is to assert “that here, on this street, there’s nothing to see, and so nothing 

to do but move along”; an understanding that says the way things ‘are’ is the way things ‘should be’ 

(Rancière 2015 p37). Politics, by contrast, is that which disputes this ‘distribution of the sensible’, by 

intruding into it in such a way that “what was unseen [is made] visible; in making what was audible 

as mere noise heard as speech and in demonstrating what appeared as a mere expression of 

pleasure and pain is a shared feeling…” (Rancière 2015 p38). He names the essence of politics 

dissensus; “the demonstration (manifestation) of a gap in the sensible itself” (Rancière 2015 p38). 

Going on, he notes that the partners in this dissensus are “no more constituted than is the object or 

stage of discussion itself” (Rancière 2015 p38). That is, the actors, the categories and nature of the 

dispute, emerge in the doing of political work that seeks to recompose the ‘sensible’ itself.  

This relatively quote heavy detour into my interpretation of Rancièreian politics now turns back to 

the question of how I understand the senior elder’s call as political, and the implications that flow 

from that. Articulating this as ‘politics’ has implications for the actors I understand to be constituted 

by it, which includes me, and in turn configures the knowers and the known, not only in our 

participation in the original act which inspires this interpretation, but those that emerge following it.  
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The senior elder’s call for a recognition of an Aboriginal way of making knowledge in a broader arena 

seems to be consistent with Rancière’s understanding of what constitutes a political act. Drawing on 

his understanding of politics as “an activity that retraces the line, that introduces cases of 

universality and capacities for the formulation of the common, into a universe that was considered 

private, domestic or social” (Rancière 2015 p207), fits with the senior elder’s call for her (what might 

be otherwise named ‘local’) conception and purpose of research to be taken seriously. I see her call 

for a practice that is understood, not as a localised subset of research in general (implying it 

functioning as an ‘exception’ to the rule), nor one that operates in a distinct world separate from the 

‘main’ one (the one taken to have the ability to define what counts), but one that counts on its own 

terms. It appears as an invitation for reconfiguration through engaging in “a type of thinking and 

activity that produces shocks between worlds, but between worlds in the same world; re-

distributions, re-compositions and re-configurations of elements” (Rancière 2015 p212). The senior 

elder wants to be taken seriously as an actor in a shared world, engaged in practices which compose 

that shared world, not as a tolerated ‘ethnic’ actor with ‘cultural practices’, whose participation is 

welcome as long as it broadly follows the ‘rules’ (whether they be those laid down in contracts or 

those of ‘good social science’ practice). The concerns expressed by the researchers in our meeting 

have to do with ways of being and doing which are commonly ignored, relegated from being taken 

seriously by being positioned as being acceptable in their own place, but not more widely, rendered 

safe through their partitioning from the broader world with which they engage.  

Who is being called? And what is being called for? 
 

So, if the senior elder’s call is a political one, one that seeks a redistribution of what counts as 

‘sensible’, who is the audience, what is the message, and what should be done with it? As I see it 

now the senior elder’s performance is possibly not just for me as the ‘new guy’ who needs to be 

educated about what is valued at the TCRH.  Perhaps it is also an opportunity for the senior elder to 

induct and educate the (newer and younger) casual researchers into a research and life philosophy 
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which this particular ‘problem’ has created the opportunity for voicing. In this reading, the problem 

that has emerged in the doing of the Income Management research creates an opportunity for 

reflection; it is seeing things as they ought not be, that the chance to articulate an alternative 

emerges. I am not saying that this alternative articulation (at least a form of it) did not exist prior to 

this moment, rather that the problem of the moment created an opening for it voicing anew, located 

in this particular problem, but with implications for the work of the TCRH more generally, and 

perhaps, the casual researchers as young Aboriginal people more generally. The senior elder’s 

authority as an elder is critical to seeing the problem that has emerged as specific instantiation of a 

general problem, and an opportunity for training us all in what matters. As a political intervention 

she ‘makes’ it ‘contain’ a political and a moral message. As a performance, she seems to be seeking 

to remake the world through an enunciation, but, and this seems important, it is not the enunciation 

of a philosophy which expects the (us) neophytes (of different sorts) to grasp as an abstract concept, 

which we would then be encouraged to enact in the research we do. Rather, it is a lesson for the 

here and now that pertains to this work, but obviously also with implications for future work. Seen 

like this she is training us all: our job is to listen and learn. Again, we are not being told what to do, 

our autonomy is respected, but we are being given a view of research in which it is deeply implicated 

in the bigger task of generating a just world. She seems to recognise that the responsibility for acting 

on what we’ve been shown is up to us; we need to learn our own lessons, and to connect our own 

pasts up with this present so that we can do good work, both now and into future. 

An invitation with a moral message? 
 

In the previous paragraph I asserted that the senior elder’s speaking performance contained a moral 

message. I also said that I have come to see what the senior elder was saying as ‘a teaching’. Sitting 

there that day, I was being offered something about how research might be viewed, that had 

implications for how I might act. It was not mere enunciation; it was said to make a point. I also said 

that the way it was done suggested that the responsibility for acting on what I heard was up to me 
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(as it was for the others, each in their own way). So, here I need to show how I understand the 

senior elder’s message to be a moral one that has implications for me as a hearer, an embodied 

actor. In turn, I will discuss what kind of moral universe it implies, and what I do with it as a result. To 

ground this exploration, I will return to Kathryn Pyne Addelson, who in her book Moral Passages, 

discusses what she calls the philosopher’s question: ‘how should we live,’ as the pivot point for 

developing a moral theory of collective action (Pyne Addelson 1994). As I read it, the key part of this 

question of relevance for me in this work is how the ‘we’ is constructed. Pyne Addelson’s focus is on 

constructing a moral theory which does not rest on enlightenment metaphysics, understanding that 

truth is enacted rather than discovered. For Pyne Addelson there is no world ‘out there’, comprised 

of objects and concepts to be investigated and reported on by those who have been trained 

appropriately. Rather, the world in made in collective action, in and the meanings we ascribe to the 

actions we participate in are constitutive of the world we are part of. A significant element of Pyne 

Addelson’s moral theory is that action is imbued with political and moral significance, with clear 

implications for the actors; what is done generates worlds, material outcomes, for which the actors 

bear (some) responsibility. Key to generating truths in such worlds is the concept of ‘cognitive 

authority’, which Pyne Addeslson discusses in an earlier work ‘Why Philosophers Should Become 

Sociologists (and Vice Versa)’ (1991). Here she argues that enacting truth (and facts) requires 

authority “…some people have the authority or power to define the terms in which their own and 

other’s stories are to be officially narrated. This authority must be taken account of [in sociological 

investigation]” (Pyne Addelson 1991 p120).  This source of this authority, and its enactment as 

authority, again following this metaphysics, is understood to be generated in collective action, it is 

part of the process of generating and enacting truth (and morals), and part of determining collective 

answers to the question of ‘how should we live’. The exercise of this authority is part of generating 

the ‘we’, that is in turn generated by it. In the case of the senior elder, her seniority places her in a 

position of being able to make pronouncements about the ‘proper’ work of research in Aboriginal 

knowledge making: connecting up with the past. This is how responsible Aboriginal people are 
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made, and through their actions strong and responsible families and communities grow too. Again, 

understanding research as activity focused on gathering information is problematised under this 

view, but only if enlightenment metaphysics is clung to. 

As a participant in this particular enactment, I am thus presented with something that is inculcating 

me into a research world that is moral first; I am being invited to see research differently, as a 

practice which has a role in this place which does far more than collect and interpret information. 

However, this is not my world in the sense that I am not an Aboriginal person from central Australia. 

Clearly an invitation has been extended, and accepting that invitation has implications, not only in 

the world of the TCRH, but also in the broader world with which the TCRH engages.  

As well as being a political statement, the senior elder is also enunciating a method whose 

accountability is to be found in the act of its doing. Its accountability is measured within its own 

actions: does it connect up with the past? This is not something that can be guaranteed from the 

outside, through method, as it is commonly understood. As a method, it is in this sense responsive; it 

takes the doing of research as the material to which it must respond. This aligns with the senior 

researcher’s awareness that the doing of the research produces products of value that are separate 

from, while being connected to, the information that may be generated. The senior elder is saying 

that to do good research we need to think about what we are doing, who we are serving as we do it, 

and to be prepared to privilege what emerges within the encounter as it proceeds. That is, what 

responsible research is: method as moral, creative, performative and responsive, directed toward 

making a difference, where making a difference is something embodied in the encounter: it is made 

by the people doing it as they do it. As such, new researchers can only be sensitised to it; to be able 

to respond, and to connect up with the past, requires action that cannot be prescribed. The research 

world imagined here is vastly different to that thought through the enlightenment tradition, where 

the world ‘out there’ exists separately from us, and which we might, if properly trained, apprehend.  
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This incident I narritivised at the beginning of this chapter took place more than twenty years after I 

first walked into Beagle Bay in the north-west of Western Australia. Over that time, and since, I have 

been encouraged to see many things in new ways, hitherto unfamiliar to me, through my 

interactions with Aboriginal people, sometimes in Aboriginal places, sometimes not. This 

encouragement has almost always been gentle, but equally it has also been insistent, something in 

the telling that says: ‘this is something you should understand’. In this it has always felt I am being 

offered something that I would benefit from engaging with, and in engaging have been enriched as a 

result. The only reason I was there to hear the senior elder’s words were because I had already 

made choices, personal and professional, about what I valued. I was already an inhabitant of a moral 

universe, and my awareness of this had already made me make choices which landed me there and 

then.  So, while I am the beneficiary of an education and a socialisation that pretends that there is a 

world ‘out there’ than can be properly apprehended through scientific investigation, I have also 

been shown that other ways of seeing exist. While in many ways, unsurprisingly, I have internalised 

the ‘world out there’ view, the encouragement of others to see differently, enables me to appreciate 

that I am an agent and that what I do matters, not in any grand sense, but in the spaces and places in 

which I participate. Thus sensitised, I am aware in advance of the certainty there will be moral issues 

that accompany the doing of research in the TCRH. But the fact is that my position, as a kind of link 

between two worlds (which does not suggest that others in the TCRH are also not links between two 

worlds) carries with it particular challenges, of which I must be aware. Rightly or wrongly, I also have 

cognitive authority, and it is how I conceptualise my cognitive authority and how I use it that matters 

here, particularly given the senior elder’s call, which following Rancière, is a call for those worlds to 

connect more meaningfully. 

Connecting worlds, responsible research 
 

Again, Kathryn Pyne Addelson is useful here, because as an academic she discusses the dual 

accountability of researchers (in her case within a university in the United States of America) who 
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are both members of society and members of societally sanctioned knowledge making institutions. 

The dual accountability she discusses is pertinent for my work because I am accountable to two 

knowledge making institutions, the ‘local’ one which exists in the Aboriginal communities of Alice 

Springs, and a broader world of research, mostly through a small number of universities and hospital 

associated research units with whom the TCRH works in partnership. TCRH research must be seen to 

be responsible, accountable and valid within both these settings and part of my job is to ensure this 

is the case. To be clear here I am not, through my participation in the TCRH, studying Aboriginal 

people in Alice Springs; we are doing research work on issues of concern to Aboriginal people in 

Alice Springs. I am implicated in any research we do, thus I am responsible, albeit in a different way 

to the senior elder, for ensuring it is done properly (along with others who are responsible for their 

parts). As I have already spent most of my professional life working with Aboriginal people, and 

confronting dilemmas about how differing objectives that can be found in particular situations might 

be satisfied, I know that taking the senior elder’s invitation seriously, which I do, will cause me to 

confront more of them. The senior elder has made it clear that others need to see the knowledge 

work that inheres in the work of the TCRH and to take it seriously. The work to generate this visibility 

and understanding is fundamental if research conducted by the TCRH is to achieve its aim of making 

a difference, a difference that cannot easily be measured or understood if you are not part of the 

world in which it takes place, and in which I have a vital role to play. To circle back, to be able to 

respond to the senior elders’ call requires an alternative metaphysics, such as that outlined by Pyne 

Addelson, to the one that underlies that of the enlightenment tradition, which still underpins the 

work of many of the research partners of the TCRH. The alternative metaphysics enables the senior 

elder’s call to be understood not as a challenge- politics as contest- not as a subset- partitioned off 

as already contained within the one world world- but as something to be enacted in an 

indeterminate world, where the human capacity for making meaning matters. The senior elder is not 

interested in taking on the world, she is interested in a responsible practice that is made, attended 

to and, to the extent that it is possible, stabilised within a world in which it matters. If it resonates 
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out from there it does so as a practice in the world understood as an “overwhelming, excessive, 

energetic, a set of undecided potentialities” that welcomes the agency of humans and others in its 

making (Law 2004 p144). 

The TCRH has developed a rich research practice which builds on theories of knowledge that 

emanate from quite different worlds. The senior elder sees there being a need for a reconciliation of 

sorts, if the TCRH is really going to be able to do research that fulfils its mandate within the world on 

which it is focused. However, it is also the case that many of the partner organisations do not 

understand what is being asked for or how to take it seriously. And it could be speculated that many 

would not take it seriously, even if they knew how. To support this research agenda properly would 

take sustained intellectual work, much confusion, and possibly much derision from those on the 

periphery of this process, particularly those who remain wedded to the idea that the world really 

exists ‘out there’. Add to that the fact that many of the products of taking this agenda seriously 

would be invisible, and its effects possibly not realised for a long time, and circumstances seem ripe 

for putting energy toward such a reconciliation in the too hard basket. But would such (lack of) 

action be ethical? And what kind of actor would emerge? 

What should I do? 
 

I turn here to Paul Ricoeur and his work Oneself as Another in which he discusses a notion of ethics, 

which, while related to morals, he positions as relating to the aim of a ‘good life’, while he reserves 

moral to be discussed in relation to norms, suggestive of societal constraint. Noting his distinction, 

morals and ethics are words which derive from Latin and Greek respectively, and for the purposes of 

my discussion they cover similar ground. As such that Ricoeur’s ‘ethics’ is not meaningfully 

distinguished from what I have called ‘moral’ in relation to the senior elder’s call for a differently 

conceived research practice. Ricoeur defines the ‘ethical aim’ as containing three components, 

“aiming at “the "good life" with and for others, in just institutions” (Ricoeur 1994 p172). It is this 

distinguishing between components is what I want to pick up on here because it is useful in working 
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through what is entailed in taking on the senior elder’s moral call. Firstly, Ricoeur makes the point 

that the understanding of morals he uses (for the purposes of distinguishing morals and ethics) is a 

Kantian one, deontological in nature and focused on what is obligated, what is one’s duty. He goes 

on to note that this reading of the moral, inevitably means that one will find themselves in situations 

where a recourse to the ‘moral’ thing to do produces conflict, i.e. a conflict between duties, and that 

practical wisdom provides no ‘right’ answer to what one should do in such a situation. This is where 

the import of his ethical aim comes in, which Ricoeur stresses, does not suggest that adherence to 

moral norms is bad, or stands in opposition to, action considered ethical. The three components of 

the ethical aim stress that there are personal, interpersonal and the societal aspects. Ethical action is 

that which takes all of these components into account in terms of its consideration of the outcomes 

produced by that action. 

What I am being called to recognise is what ‘matters’ in TCRH’s research work, and, that what I do 

with that understanding matters on an ethical plane. My actions become part of ‘making a 

difference’. Conceptualised along the lines suggested by Ricoeur, means that the work done by the 

TCRH must consider the face to face engagements we participate in, and the world produced 

through these interactions. This resonates with the point made by the senior researcher. Equally, it 

must consider the institution that the TCRH is and what it supports and aspires to. The TCRH as an 

institution (as opposed to an organisational entity) relies on support from both sides of its 

knowledge making enterprise, the Aboriginal community and a wider (and more nebulous entity) the 

research community. Each of its agents play a role in maintaining this support through their actions. 

Thinking of the TCRH in this way sees it as an achievement, and a significant one at that, produced 

through hard work and maintained by it, not always in easy circumstances. This is the political space 

in which it works, and which requires political action by those entrusted to its upkeep. In this sense 

the TCRH is both composed by the actions of those who find themselves engaged by it (which is not 

limited to its employees), but also distinct, in that it exists separately from them. As an Aboriginal 

entity its legitimacy is maintained in the actions taken in its name to do the work of connecting up 
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with the past, through the embodied actions of those who come within its orbit. Similarly, it is also 

maintained in those actions in which its products are held to be valid within a research world, which 

values information and a relatively defined set of methods for its capture and analysis. This weaving 

of worlds has been done by many, and through many things, over the life of the TCRH, which shows 

that it is do-able. But it is not something that happens without work, work that is often contested 

and which takes creativity, resistance and argument, as much as it takes listening, strategising and 

agreement. This ‘function’ of the TCRH as an institution which enables the weaving of worlds is what 

makes it possible for the needs of Aboriginal people which hitherto remained invisible to be 

counted. What the senior elder seems to be asking for is recognition that the methods of the TCRH 

need to be counted in this process; the need to ‘connect up with the past’ is the business of 

research, it is not separate from it. This fact needs to firstly to be acknowledged, and secondly built 

in, not positioned as an extra that concerns only Aboriginal people. That this is brought to light by 

what she sees as a poor process: “…people have a clearer vision of what is missing in human 

relations than of the right way to organize them. This is why, even for philosophers, it is injustice 

that first sets thought in motion” (Ricoeur 1994 p198) is not the main point; she is articulating a 

vision of ‘what might be’. That the achievement of this vision requires change, makes it a moral call, 

summoning those within its reach to act ethically; to understand it as a vison of “the "good life" with 

and for others, in just institutions” (Ricoeur 1994). 

A sensitised actor emerges, an outcome of inquiry 
 

The end point of this exploration is not that I must decide what I will do in relation to what the 

senior elder says and commit to some form of action. However, I do need to understand its 

importance. This apprehension is achieved in and through the writing process, not as the 

representation of a position ‘achieved and settled’ in my mind. This writing produces the author who 

now holds this as an outcome, an actor that can participate (with some level of capacity) in similar 

situations, sensitised by this process. The sensitisation is provisional, and may be further developed 
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in future actions. It is achieved through the hermeneutic process of reading and writing, and the 

thinking that accompanies these tasks. In terms of the knowledge produced in this process, I have 

attempted to show you what I saw, how it changed the way I think, and how I was sensitised as a 

result. It all led me to do this (writing), which I hope shows the process of change that has generated 

me as the author of this piece. I still have much to learn, but know that the only place from which my 

future learning grows is my own experience, which does not only mean my experiences in the 

future. It is entirely possible that important lessons for my goal of ‘making a difference’ lie in the 

past, which the right circumstances might bring to my attention. My task is to pay attention, and to 

first make things visible to myself, and then to search for other things that help me to work through 

them. Who I become is a product of this work, a clot in the network of relations, produced by others 

and things as we work together. And this writing is a manifestation of that clot, a partial account 

which seeks to make visible the work that produces the artefact which goes out into the world to 

participate in other makings. 
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Chapter 7- Conclusion 

 

Synoptic map 
 

This chapter concludes the thesis by drawing on the four place focused chapters to develop 

interpretations from them as a collection. Recognising the approach to the thesis as one that 

straddles exegesis, eisegesis and hermeneutics, the chapter seeks to account for the role of the 

author’s strategies of inquiry and their outcomes in relation to articulation of the figure of the 

author as a singular figure, constituted in the interpretive process.   

Acknowledging that the nature of the thesis means that part of the author’s challenge in concluding 

the thesis is to consider their own written material using a critical eye, the final chapter is positioned 

as the next phase in the passage of inquiry, rather than a summative end. Using the same inquiry 

process through which interpretations are developed in the chapters themselves, four key insights, 

drawn from looking at the chapters as a collection, are developed. Beginning by drawing out the role 

of stories as framing devices that do analytic work, the work of making stories, including how 

experience becomes languaged, and the effects of this languaging in understanding experience, are 

discussed. The next phase of the inquiry process, that of working with the texts of others in the 

production of exegetic texts, is then explored. Thinking of the narratives as resources, which are 

then considered through the works of others, enables further interpretation to take place. Through 

this process of iterative juxtaposition, the author is repositioned in relation to the narrative texts 

which they generated in the first place. This deliberative writing shifts attention to the constitution 

of the author figure, recognising it as a partial and constructed figure who emerges from the work 

itself. Positioning this figure as an important ‘kind’ of knower in contemporary knowledge making, 

the chapter invokes Irving Goffman’s notion of the ‘career’, using it to explain the choice of the label 

‘social worker’ introduced in Chapter 2, which enables the professional experiences covered in the 

thesis to be gathered together under one banner. This enables a final meditation on the outcomes of 

this inquiry into inquiry: the professional knower as sensitised embodied actor with the capacity to 
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appreciate the moral dimensions of action, and an ability to participate knowingly and responsibly in 

epistemically and politically complex situations.  
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Exegesis, eisegesis, hermeneutics 
 

I now consider the four preceding chapters, comprising stories and analytic text, collectively. I 

approach them here as ‘data’ (though not without some concerns around calling them this), which 

entails the adoption of a different authorial position in relation to them from that found in the texts 

themselves, already composed of different authorial voices. I acknowledge that, while I am 

attempting to deal with my stories and associated text in this chapter as ‘data’, that is, seeking to 

approach them at arms-length to see what they say when considered together, I cannot pretend 

that this is a truly arms-length operation. Given I know the texts from the ‘inside’, my ability to treat 

them as something external is constrained, however this is part of the challenge that I must take on, 

if an account of the figure of the author as a knower is to be developed, something necessary for 

inquiring into inquiry. That what I do falls somewhere between and across the processes of exegesis, 

eisegesis and hermeneutics needs to be placed up front explicitly, as the goal of this thesis is to 

articulate and consider a method that systematically inquires into inquiry itself. It is thus inescapably 

iterative and interpretive, drawing on both text and experience as it proceeds. That the precise 

material from which any assertion is drawn may not be able to be precisely located, is critical to 

understanding the process itself as a meaning making, rather than explanatory, process.  

In this section I will interrogate and explicate how the figure of the author is constituted through and 

across the four chapters, considering four key elements: considering stories as framing devices that 

do analytic work; how stories render experience; the tole of the exegetic commentary texts; and, the 

issue of the relation between the author in the flesh and the author in the text. This work inquires 

into the development and assembly of those texts: what do the stories and associated text suggest 

about the dilemmas and strategies one might employ, when an actor finds themselves as a 

participant in collective actions such as those described? My aim here is thus two-fold, firstly to 

approach my own work with a critical eye, to shed light on the process that I have sought to 

explicate, and second to assess to what extent the process achieves its original aim. That this may 
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suggest failure, or selective blindness, or a tendency to self-aggrandisement, must therefore be 

anticipated in advance, as much as a caution for myself as for the reader.  

The task I have set myself here is thus composed of my analysis of the preceding chapters, and 

additional theorising which this analysis brings forth. Thus, this analysis and the work that grows 

from it, also comprise the account of this figure of the author. At no point am I able to step outside 

the work I do which constitutes the figure that I am seeking to explicate. There is, however, one last 

task, which will then follow, where I will discuss the importance and relevance of this figure, and 

how it being explicitly ‘opened up’ as an object of academic interest, offers new possibilities for 

people interested in using their own experience to inform their desire and/or ability to ‘act 

responsibly’ (understood in unprescribed and non-normative terms) in situations where Aboriginal 

people and settler society actors find themselves working together. Of course, this is also part of the 

composition of the figure of the author. 

To begin, I will use notions already articulated within the preceding chapters as frames for 

considering the texts. However, befitting my metaphysical commitment to meaning as an emergent 

(and possibly ephemeral) feature of analysis, I will also seek to discern anything that emerges in this 

consideration of the four chapters as a collective that hitherto has not been articulated. Thus, new 

and different concepts, not already discussed, may be suggested as the analysis develops. I state 

here at the outset that this is a continuation of the process of assembling (in a Deleuzean sense) 

non-commensurate elements to weave a story that makes sense of those elements; I am not 

detecting any pre-existing reality here. Rather this is an ongoing extension of the ‘always emerging 

meaning’ which lives in action, including the process of doing this writing.  

To be upfront: what I am doing here is working with a tension, in which the (old fashioned) social 

scientist in me thinks that this section is where I take what I have written, think about it, and then 

write about it in a ‘summative’ way; discerning what it all ‘means’ when considered together . 

Countering this is that another part of me feels that this is not quite right: that sort of thinking 
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belongs to a school of thought which would posit that now is the time where, by doing that, I ‘find’ 

the ‘real’ meaning of what I’ve written (or is it assembled?) previously. That is a school whose halls 

I’ve been at pains not to sit in while I’ve been doing this work, and thus it does not seem appropriate 

to now revert to that more traditional social science position. To occupy that position would call into 

question some of what I have already posited, so how should I proceed? To say that I am 

disconcerted about how I ought to go on seems apposite, but what is the next move? 

The first move is to recognise this disconcertment entails another opportunity. Rather than following 

academic convention, which has me feeling what I ought to do here is ‘conclude by summing up’, I 

will instead try to follow the path that Verran discusses when she writes uses the example of 

museum epistemics to challenge the idea that art works are unproblematically objects set in space 

and time. In that paper she draws attention to the way the approach to analysis affects its potential 

outcomes. While what I do here takes place at a different stage of the inquiry process to that 

discussed by Verran, the sentiment holds, aiming to “suspend our [my] habitual ways of beginning 

empirical inquiry, and commence instead by cultivating an ethos of respectful, careful epistemic 

incommensuration in learning to relax in apory” (verran 2021 p5?) I try to use my disconcertment 

here to relax in this interstice, so that I might generate a different kind of thesis outcome in this 

concluding chapter. This involves two moves, first “a decomposing step, of not knowing as they [I] 

ordinarily would” followed by a second “to compose what emerges in the encounter” (p5). If 

successful, this conclusion will enact “interpretation within the conditions that constitute the here 

and now of the encounter itself”( p5), meaning that the figure of the author who emerges is 

different to the one who began the process, yet continuous with it, aware of the nature of that ‘back 

there’ knowing self.  

Inquiry as a ‘passage’ 
 

Following the strategy already established, of writing outwards from disconcertment, I have to work 

out is what I could say here that builds on what I have done, so is not summation, but further 
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construction, recognising that such construction is only possible through the previous work. Thus, 

the work I do here is another step in ‘a passage’, one of the type discussed by Kathryn Pyne 

Addelson in Moral Passages, where it is the ongoing unfolding of meaning embedded in situations 

which connect that constructs the passage, and thus what emerges from episodes which (are made 

to) relate to each other (Pyne Addelson 1994). 

 In thinking about how to approach this task I find myself (again) drawn to the works of others 

whose writing has inspired me in the past. That their works come back to me as I contemplate doing 

this work is a reminder of why I am doing this thesis in the first place: it is in always having the sense 

that there is something more to be understood, to be worked through, so as to be able to ‘do’ and 

to ‘see’ differently, that I do this work. And what I choose to cite here will be significant in terms of 

how I do my consideration. In making choices, invariably many significant texts will not be chosen; 

this does not mean they are not important. Equally I must make choices, and those choices 

condition, but do not determine, the direction of what follows, and I will try to explain the logic of 

these choices within the writing. 

In the following sections I outline four key aspects of my analysis that draw from, but also attempt to 

extend, what has been written in the previous four chapters. They are creative and summative 

simultaneously, using the four chapters as the ground for saying something ‘more’ about my method 

and the figure that assembles this work. 

Four key elements 
 

Stories as framing devices that do analytic work 

 

In his paper ‘The politics of explanation’ Bruno Latour talks about what he considers to be the perils 

that attend social scientist’s writing. He discusses that a social scientist should aim to produce what 

he calls ‘weak’ explanations; texts which try to occupy a middle ground, lying between those that are 

believed either “too little or too much” (Latour 1988 p166). His reasoning for why we should develop 
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‘weak’ explanations is that the frameworks, commonly used in social science to buttress the 

explanations authors develop, are part of what needs to be explained. This necessitates a move that 

seeks to eschew the authority that traditional social science explanatory method confers on texts. At 

the same time the text needs to retain some claim to authority, lest it not be believed at all, thus an 

attempt to connect observations with meaning must be made, just that the articulation should not 

be mistaken for the ‘way things really are’. Yet he also acknowledges that doing so is not that easy, 

for it requires resolving three paradoxes simultaneously: 

The first paradox is common to all forms of writing: how to be at once here (in a setting x) 

and there (in another setting y); the second is common to all sciences: how to be at once 

here (in x), there (in y) and in between managing the network that ties the two together; the 

third is common to all texts that try to escape the alternative between fiction and science: 

how to steer a course between being believed too much by the readers and not enough 

(Latour 1988 pp165-166) 

He goes on to say that resolving “the first paradox would enable us to write stories; resolving the 

second would make us remain scientists; resolving the third would enable us to write reflexive 

accounts” (Latour 1988 p166). According to this formulation my stories would appear to be writings 

that seek to resolve the first paradox and have ignored the second. But do they qualify as having 

resolved the third, that being having achieved the status of a ‘reflexive account’; one that takes into 

account its own production? In developing my writing through writing stories, I have come to 

consider that Latour’s formulation is not quite right. I appreciate what Latour was getting at, that 

social scientists need to find a way to write that makes visible the author’s agency, and thus still find 

inspiration in this (now quite old) paper. However, it seems to me that taking this position does not 

appreciate that stories might be understood themselves as a form of analysis. Taking this position 

means we need to reconsider stories to be already a form of analysis, which also means rethinking 

what analysis is, and its place in our overall strategies for meaning making. In what way are my 
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stories, which seek to be descriptive, analytical, and how should this aspect of my analysis be 

understood, when commonly description is not understood as such? 

In all the stories I use in this thesis I try to show the myriad factors that participate in the emergence 

of disconcertment. As noted elsewhere, disconcertment does not necessarily arise causally; its 

emergence cannot always be shown to arise because of what immediately preceded it. Nonetheless 

it does emerge, and those things that surround its emergence do need to be taken into 

consideration in understanding what it might ‘mean’. Some elements which I have included are 

immediately present, like a comment from a colleague. Some emerge seemingly from elsewhere, 

playing their role in the way they shape how an empirical situation might be understood, like the 

role of a motor vehicle in constructing relationships between people who are interested in how that 

thing might be used to further their interests or obligations. In characterising an element as arising 

‘seemingly from elsewhere’, it is critical to understand that I am using ‘situation’ in a specific sense, 

recognising it as a phenomenon that has multiple aspects, whose only limit is that they arise in 

relation to, and bear on, the phenomenon, named as a ‘situation’ following Dewey (Brown 2012). 

While such a framing might be criticised on the grounds that ‘anything and everything’ could be 

considered relevant in a situation, the reality of the concept in use, is that only those things that are 

relevant emerge, and in having emerged, must be able to take their place. Some factors will be 

marginal, perhaps so marginal that they don’t appear in the story, because they don’t bear on it to a 

significant enough of an extent to warrant inclusion. Others, perhaps arising from ‘left field’ might 

become central to how a situation is understood, and thus the options for action that arise from it, 

even if there seems to be no reason for the emergence of the factor in the first place.  

 “Wittgenstein goes on to say (1) we have this exoticism too, this magic, right here in our 

language, only we don’t see it, (2) Describe, don’t explain. But then that’s no easy task; 

witness the following: “We have only to put together in the right way only what we know, 

without adding anything, and the satisfaction we are trying to get from the explanation 
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comes from itself”. And (3) be open and be true to the emotional wallop we get when we 

read about stuff like the Corn Wolf” (Taussig 2015 loc 139). 

Description is often demarcated from analysis; description tells of what happens, analysis focuses on 

the reasons behind the happenings, how things are connected to each other. As a result, they are 

held to be different things. The notion that description is qualitatively different from analysis 

appears to rest on a premise that the ‘experience’, which is the basis of the description, is 

unmediated by theory; that somehow theory is something we use to interrogate ‘experience’ which 

we ‘have’ a-theoretically first. According to this understanding, to ‘describe’ something means to 

just tell things as they were, and that if you do this properly you are only putting down in text form 

an account of what happened. Analysis, according to this story, then enters as a way of interrogating 

that ‘experience’ and thus signals that the generation of the ‘meaning’ of the event is something 

that occurs afterwards. I.e. analysis, being theoretical, comes in after the experience is experienced. 

The Taussig quote at the beginning of this section is suggestive of an alternative reading, that 

description itself entails analysis, not through a process of addition (i.e. as something that comes 

afterwards) but through a process of paring down. Understood like this, description entails finding a 

way to see how experience itself is theoretically loaded, and being able to account for this 

loadedness in the way one chooses to articulate the experience in a languaged form.  

It is important to explicitly consider what it is I invoke when I write ‘meaning making’, and for that 

matter the notion of strategies in relation to it, for this informs how stories might be understood as 

analysis. I take ‘meaning making’ to be something humans do constantly. We are always engaged in 

the world; our lives are of the world and we are in constant communion with all aspects of it as we 

navigate our way within it. Following an intellectual lineage that began with the American 

pragmatists I believe that we proceed in the world based on the meanings we attribute to things, 

and these may be understood as strategies, even if they are never articulated as such. It is on this 

basis that we proceed, according to some, possibly not terribly coherent, version of logic that in turn 
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allows us to ‘have’ what we designate ‘experience’. Dewey understood that ‘thing’, which we name 

experience, as “the fulfilment of an organism in its struggles and achievements in a world of 

things…”  (1934 p19). Experience is the ‘whole box and dice’ of living. Dewey’s articulation of 

experience incorporates the agency of a sentient being, though it should not be understood as 

something that takes place ‘in the heads’ of those (we) beings; it about the complete 

interpenetration of being and environment. Experience comes about through “active and alert 

commerce with the world” (Dewey 1934 p19); that is, it is part of the world, not separate from it, 

and its embeddedness in the world is an inescapable given. But what is the relevance of this for the 

development of texts that seek to be reflexive (and in doing so find the space in which they are 

believed ‘just the right amount’ (Latour 1988)), and what does this have to do with stories as 

analysis, rather than (merely) description? 

“The odd notion that an artist does not think and a scientific inquirer does nothing else is the 

result of converting a difference of tempo and emphasis into a difference in kind. The 

thinker has his esthetic moment when his ideas cease to be mere ideas and become the 

corporate meanings of objects” (Dewey 1934 pp 15-16). 

Following Dewey, the purpose of this thesis is both intellectual and aesthetic, not for the sake of the 

beauty of the rendering (oh if I were capable of achieving beauty!), but because of my desire to be 

respectful of both of these elements in generating experience understood as “heightened vitality” 

(Dewey 1934 p19). Each of the situations I have rendered in narrative were first experienced as 

‘experience’; they had the quality of being rich with movement, frustration, tension- of a being 

interacting with other beings and an environment (not in the sense of something that takes place ‘in’ 

the environment, but of an all-together whole). The epistemic feelings that rose up within them 

signified breaks in the otherwise smooth (enough) running of things, an alert that things were not 

quite what they might have seemed. In trying to capture the feeling of disconcertment, and to use it 
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productively I started writing stories, trying to find a way to ‘capture’ the totality of my experience 

such that I could do something with it. 

It was in this process that I found myself reminded of Taussig’s invocation of Wittgenstein I quoted 

earlier in which he implores the writer to ‘describe’ and not ‘explain’, before finding out how hard 

that actually is. This connects with my observation in the writing workshop (that perhaps more than 

anything was the inspiration for this thesis), of our desire to explain. In that workshop I noted that I, 

and I think also the others (though I should not speak for them), found ‘just’ doing description very 

difficult; we wanted to explain. Somehow explaining felt easier than describing. It seems that there 

is a good reason for that, because describing something well takes a lot of effort, and even then, is 

never quite right, this is what the Taussig quote alludes to. 

But have I really made the case that my stories really are analysis, entailing some form of work as it 

is conventionally understood? On what basis do I assert that this process means that each story 

should be understood as analysis, rather than description (understood as an atheoretical account)? 

Analysis is a process by which a whole is broken up into parts, so that the relationship between the 

parts, and how these relationships in turn assemble the whole, can be ‘shown’. So, while it might 

seem on the surface that the ‘parts’ and the ‘relationships’ that inhere between them are real 

things, things ‘found’ by the analyst, that is only the case if we overlook the fact that the analyst put 

them there; the analyst is the one who makes the connections. The things and the relationships 

between them that analysis purports to identify (as objectively existing) are produced in the analysis 

(which does not mean they don’t exist). Further, it seems if the mechanics of the writing process are 

looked at closely, that the process of ‘describing’ a situation and ‘analysing’ a situation cannot 

meaningfully be delineated from each other, if this understanding is to hold. In both descriptions 

and analyses, things must be identified, and they must be put into relationship with other things in 

order to assemble something that makes sense. That ‘the sense that might be made’ is a product of 

the writing process, in which some things are selected, and others not, seems inescapable; writing is 
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a way of ‘making sense’ of an experience that itself entails more information than could ever be 

captured.  

Because the beginning point of writing for each chapter is a moment of disconcertment, the writing 

does not follow any formula; I write ‘around’ the moment itself. The process of writing, as a way of 

interrogating and understanding the feeling of disconcertment itself, unfolds in sometimes 

unplanned directions. Because the broader purpose of writing of a story is to start an investigation, 

rather than an end in itself, means that I am deliberately starting something akin to a hermeneutic 

circle, starting with storytelling and moving into analysis (which includes the consideration of other 

texts). This deliberately takes the exploration of disconcertment experienced by the author as a 

strategy for making it productive for the author, not so much that previous situations can be 

understood, as much as the I, as the author can find ways to sensitise myself to the complexities of 

situations I participate in so that I might be more able to work in them productively.  

How stories render experience 
 

So, if description entails analysis, and to do description well means to somehow show the theory 

that informs the experience at the same time as being empirically faithful to observable events, then 

what can I say about my own stories in terms of the way I render experience? And more importantly 

what does this mean for what my stories mean in terms of the larger arc of this thesis? In this 

section I will discuss how I approach writing my stories, the way that they actively participate in 

reconfiguring experience through writing, and, the role they play in calling out further analysis.  

But what of this thing, this writing, which comprises this account? How do I understand it, given it is 

what this is made out of, without which it would not exist? Language is puzzling; to recognise what 

language ‘does’ requires jettisoning the idea that the goal of using it is to simply demonstrate the 

capacity that one understands. Language is thus a creative force that makes ‘sense of’ experience 

even as it gives experience a form that allows it to be made sense of. It thus seems to occupy 

paradoxical ground. I do not know enough about language (I am neither a linguist nor semiotician) to 
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pursue this argument very far, and even then that is not the purpose of writing about glimpsing the 

magical nature of language. Rather the point here is to try to work my way into writing about making 

sense of something that will always, it feels to me, elude my ability to capture it. As Verran notes 

language “is always threatening to take off, to soar upwards towards the realm of ideals with just a 

few wing flaps, like the grey heron that occasionally makes off with frogs from my garden ponds” 

(Verran 2015 p183). And given that I will necessarily fall back the other way, trying to use language 

to explain what it is I feel I have learnt in this process, and the relevance of that learning for me and 

for others who engage in the kind of work that provides the situations I have narrated and 

subsequently analysed. That I use language, and that my capacity with its potential is limited, all I 

can do is acknowledge that limitation. However, I do not wish to evade the magic of language 

completely; I am hopeful that it does its work despite my lack of capability. For it seems to me that 

always remembering language’s myriad, magical potential is part of how we stay open to the 

possibility of futures that are not restricted by what we (think we) know, squirreling, as it does, back 

into mundane works like this. 

Each of my chapters begins with a story. In these stories I create a narrative account that attempt to 

‘place’ an epistemic feeling of disconcertment that arose within the situations. As discussed in the 

previous section this placement seeks to generate relations between the moment and the things 

that surrounded it, as well as connecting it to actions that preceded them and (possibly) ensued as a 

result. I have attempted to be creative with the stories in the way I tell them, choosing different 

methods which suit (I feel) how the moment of disconcertment emerged. The writing attempts to 

generate a sense of the tangibility of the situations, incorporating internal elements, including 

thoughts and emotions, as well as external elements, the surroundings, the weather, other actors. 

Through combining these elements, the stories hopefully create for the reader a sense of the 

situation; what was ‘going on’. The point of the combination of elements is to generate grounding 

for the emergence of the feeling of disconcertment, whether it be one that arrived in a rush, like the 

‘shopping in Pine Creek’ situation, or one that formed more slowly, like the one that emerged on my 
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drive home from Kintore in the ‘Conservation and Land Management’ story. In all cases, the stories 

seek to create for the reader the sense of the disconcerting feeling emerging, either the direct ‘doing 

of work,’ or thinking about that work, but always grounded in an empirical situation. 

The stories seek to generate an experience for the reader of the situation they detail, a situation 

whose bounds are in part formed by the story. The core focus are the epistemic practices, which 

constitute the material of the situation, which include human and nonhuman elements, both 

material and conceptual. In seeking to bring them to life in text form, the description necessarily 

weaves them together, but to be effective as a story it cannot focus on how the story is being 

constructed, for doing so would obscure the way the story works as a text to be read. Or to put it 

another way it would run the risk of not being believed enough (Latour 1988). Too much focus on 

the construction leads to the possibility that the reader (being shown too much of the construction) 

reads the story as artificial, and therefore not to be believed, undermining their purpose. 

The stories are primarily descriptive, the authorial voice I use seeks to create the sense of being 

inside the account, telling about what is going on from my perspective as an embodied actor within 

the situation. The stories are presented in italics to communicate that they are a different approach 

to writing than that such as I use here. In this thesis the stories are one part of the process I am 

explicating, so while they act as vehicles for meaning making, I do not intend them to do all the 

analytic work to make sense of the disconcertment that spurs them. That they are part of the 

process, setting the scene, does not mean that they do not have analytic purpose, but nor does it 

mean that this is the only way I am pursuing analysis. More on this later. 

In each case the story that appears in this thesis is the product of many writing sessions. However, 

each of them also began prior to the writing process. Following the initial workshop in which the 

concept of ‘disconcertment’ as a focus for story writing was raised, I thought a lot about the 

disconcertments I had felt in my work, but had never named as such. This was the first step in a 

process in which a feeling was to be managed so that it could be encoded in text. What was this 
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feeling of disconcertment, and could I make that feeling ‘feel-able’ for a reader? As an embodied 

experience, the process of finding language to explain it will always fail, as the feeling will never able 

to be exactly captured in word form. It is part of that something which Lacan called the ‘real’, that 

which eludes the capacity of the symbolic to encode it (Zupancic 2000). Beginning the writing 

process, which occurred before I had read about language’s incapacity to capture the ‘real’, I figured 

that in order to best ‘explain’ my feeling of disconcertment I would need to set the scene for the 

moment in which the feeling emerged. That this articulation process began well after the actual 

incident is important in understanding the story as analysis, because the lack of connection between 

them is a signal that what is being written is not what ‘was’. This would even be the case were the 

writing to be done during or immediately after an experience, but in this case the time interval 

between the incident and the writing process mean that the development of the text can in no way 

be mistaken for some kind of ‘verbatim recording’ of things as they were. So, the crafting of each 

text always begins with a choice: how best to bring out the disconcertment so the reader can 

understand its significance? This entails a process by which thinking and writing start, understood as 

processes which are connected, for there is no writing without thinking (though thinking, of course, 

can happen without writing). To explore further, the choice about what is significant in setting the 

scene from which disconcertment emerges, but which does not produce it, means selecting those 

things that are relevant in that scene setting process: what (of all the possible things) is important? 

This question can be asked without the counterpart question, why is it important, being asked. 

Thinking about that, and its relevance, can come later. In the first instance my story writing process 

started with a focus on the things that seemed important.  

Each of the stories I have assembled here have been written to include only that which seems 

relevant in developing an articulation of the situation in as comprehensive a way as possible. Thus, 

each story is crafted with innumerable decisions about what should be included. That this process 

also involves exclusions has already been mentioned, but the process of excluding something is not 

the simple opposite of inclusion. In writing the stories my first inclination was to include anything 
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that seemed relevant, following Howard Becker’s dictum to first write as much as I could off the top 

of my head (Becker 1998). I wrote seeking to bring the situations to life through the inclusion of any 

detail that might help to ‘paint a picture’ with text. This strategy perhaps reflects my own 

preferences, developed while a Landscape Architecture student, where I came to believe that detail 

is critical not only for design credibility, but for articulating the aesthetic potential that lies in the 

active works of humans as we engage in the world (see McLeod 2008). With this in mind I sought to 

include anything that seemed like it would assist in developing a full account of each situation. 

Throughout this process there was always reworking; changing wording and/or phrasing, seeking to 

‘put together, in the right way, what I knew’, though it is arguable as to whether I was also ‘adding 

anything’ as I did so (Taussig 2015). Only after the story attained its (initial and necessarily broad) 

shape did I begin a process of exclusion. Choosing what to remove might not seem like writing, yet 

as a process it was also critical in shaping what would come to appear as the finalised story that you 

have now read. That my stories could be still further worked with; things added, others removed, 

needs to be highlighted, even if it will (probably) never be done. As texts, they are artefacts, the final 

products of a process in which the work that makes them is necessarily absent. They do their work 

as they are, but they do not set things as ‘they were’ just because they are written. We need to 

remember at this point that the stories are written for a purpose, and is to consideration of that I 

now turn.  

In the case of the first story in my collection, the packing up of the car and the drive from Darwin to 

Pine Creek, and then the further drive to the Daly River, were the first scenes I rendered. I felt that 

they were important in building the picture of scenes taking place in what Australians (of which I am 

one) call ‘the bush’, i.e. that the situation being described was taking place in a ‘bush’ setting. This 

setting carries with it all sorts of unexplored (some understood as psychic) elements, and my intent 

was to establish this setting for the purposes of juxtaposing it with what I was there to do- teach. So 

here, even in the supposedly simple process of setting the scene, various elements which configure 

the situation are already exerting themselves. That I discuss here elements which might be 
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understood as ‘psychic’ in relation to the ‘bush’ setting reveals something about me as the 

ethnographer in the flesh of that situation. This needs to be understood as an analytic move, even if 

I was not aware of it as being one. While further exploration of these ‘psychic elements’ through 

story writing as analysis would be interesting to me as the author, invoking them does not mean 

they need to be explored here. Their importance is to be noted as part of the writing process in 

which some things are focused on and drawn in, others are left to fade away, while further others do 

not even get a look in on the written page. Writing as thinking is inevitably a process of inclusions 

and exclusions. The picture that emerges is partial, and it is on this basis that stories can be 

understood as a particular kind of analysis, even though they might not appear as such on the 

surface.  

I include in the stories details which entail some measure of artistic licence. Details such as the 

appearance of the dew, the actual direction of the slope of the rock, or the audible pattern of the 

thrumming on the ground to entice a spider from its hole (in the Kintore story) are examples where 

somewhat fictive details seek to make experience ‘live’ in my text for the benefit of the reader in a 

way I cannot claim as having a one-to-one relation with what ‘actually happened’. Yet they are also 

absolutely truthful, in the sense of recounting my experience and what was significant in the 

situations. And these details are not just artistic flourishes, designed to try to render in words a 

picture for the reader; they are part of showing that the participants in the making of those 

experiences are diverse and varied. The knowledge, understood in terms of collective practices, that 

are part of seeing a spider hole amongst the spinifex, of knowing that someone like me, a kartiya 

(white person) from elsewhere, will be interested, and in the tapping- both in terms of proximity to 

the hole and the pattern of it- is what I am trying to show: diverse knowledge inheres in the 

experience understood as a whole, a situation. That this particular example involves the earth, 

Pintupi people, outsiders (like myself), spiders, vehicles and important places where water collects, 

wrapped together in a ‘whole’, is what I am trying to show. The importance of this is not so much 

that you can entice a spider from a hole if you know how to spot the whole and tap on the ground in 



 218 

a certain way, but to show that such practices reveal something of the life of those I was there to 

‘teach land management’ to. In this way these descriptions do function as analysis, just not in the 

way we might be used to understanding analytic practice. They do so in a way that seeks not to be 

definitively explanatory, again understood in a conventional way. The stories are written so that the 

agency of the reader as a sense maker in their own right is preserved, and I have done this because 

of the partiality of my perspective. I am not seeking to say ‘this is how things were, and this is what it 

all means’, rather I am seeking to leave open as much as possible that the situations I describe might 

also be read differently; that they may contain possibilities for thinking that I do not intend.  

Building on this point, each of the stories is a fabrication (of sorts); they are necessarily composed of 

elements selected because of their suitableness in rendering experience in such a way that the 

reader (I sincerely hope!) gets a sense of the situation, as a whole, in which the feeling of 

disconcertment arose. Analysis, understood like this, is not something that comes after embodied 

interaction, but is part of the overall process of sense making that is present at every point along the 

road in which a being, embedded in an environment, is acting. The experience that precipitates the 

process, is one in which there is “complete interpenetration of self and the world of objects and 

events” (Dewey 1934 p19). Analysis is part of experience, and in the case of disconcertment, signals 

the start of a process in which conflict and tension, having emerged, elicit a process that seeks new 

(if only momentary) equilibrium. As Dewey notes, a live being “recurrently loses and re-establishes 

equilibrium with his surroundings” this being a feature “because the actual world, that in which we 

live, is a combination of movement and culmination, of breaks and re-unions…” (Dewey 1934 p17). 

This being the case experience, which includes analysis, has the capacity to be understood not only 

from an intellectual viewpoint, but also from an aesthetic one. Understanding experience, and our 

processes for apprehending it through language, as encompassing both intellectual and aesthetic 

aspects changes the way we can understand our own participation in the world, and help us to see 

that there is more to understanding than the assembling of mechanical ‘cause and effect’ stories.  
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As my stories proceed, and more things are identified and assembled, two significant things emerge, 

when they are looked at as the ‘wholes’ they are becoming. The first is the necessity of using 

concepts as linking elements, which, in turn, enable other elements, both material and conceptual, 

to be drawn into the situation. The second, which grows from the first, is the emergence of a 

narrative arc, or what is commonly known as a plot, which Ricoeur describes as the “integrating 

dynamism that draws a unified and complete story from a variety of incidents, in other words, that 

transforms this variety into a unified and complete story” (1985 p8). This narrative arc provides the 

overarching frame that ties all of the components of the story into something that can be 

understood as a whole, while also enabling it to be connected to other stories. Each of my stories 

has some kind of plot, however, the plot in my stories emerges from the way I connect the details; it 

is not something I had in mind and wrote to enact. The plot that does emerge is unifying, tying the 

elements of the story together so that it makes sense ‘as a story’, but does not pre-exist the story 

which it (might look like it) frames. It is a process of choosing elements and constructing connections 

between them, and this work produces a whole which can be understood as a whole, while 

simultaneously also being understood as being composed of parts. 

The plot, understood in the case of my stories as an emergent phenomenon, begins the analytic 

journey through which disconcertment is apprehended and through which I seek to make it 

productive. In a sense it ‘calls forth’ the second part of each chapter in which the analytic mission is 

accomplished. Each part iterates with the other part, both need to be understood as analysis, even 

though the story looks like description. Without the story, in which disconcertment is located and 

from which the articulation of the issue begins, the second part of the process could not happen. For 

it is in the writing of the story that the meaning of the disconcertment in the wider field of 

experience is able to take its form, calling forth the further work through which it becomes the node 

from which further analysis, and associated learning, begin. 

The role of exegetic commentary texts 
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Given my contention that the narrative is analysis, a process through which a previously occurring 

incident is constructed in the present which involves memory, language and the structures that 

mediate experience (including, but not limited to, the symbolic), how is the step to a different form 

of analysis to be understood? And, what do the two connected, but distinct, processes have to do 

with the composition of the figure of the author? Finally, aware that this writing also participates in 

the composition of that (this) figure, what is the relation between the three of them? The second 

step (the first being the writing of the story) is the development of an analytic text which involves 

juxtaposing the story with other texts. This process also turns itself back to the narrative, which is 

reframed through a hermeneutic process in which each step informs the next, in a non-linear 

process (which I have already discussed). A piece of literature I read to help me to work through the 

issues the story raises, might illuminate something from the story, leading to learning or new 

thoughts, which I write about. But it equally might generate another thought that reframes what the 

story might be, thus precipitating a rewriting of the story. How do I justify this too-ing and fro-ing, 

and what does it mean for the knowing figure who is being constructed? Firstly, it helps to show that 

the initial generation of a text is not a reconstruction, but a quasi-fictive artefact that is generated in 

the overall process of interpretation. Secondly, this, what I am doing here as I write: showing how 

my text is being constructed, reveals the active generation of an author figure as one who is seeking 

to make sense of their own experience, that creates resources for its own purposes (texts, stories), 

purposes which are shaped and configured by others, people, institutions and other things 

(documents etc.), that generated the possibility of generating the author figure in the first place. 

Having discussed the assembly of the stories that begin each chapter, and their status as analytic 

texts (even though they may appear descriptive), I now move to consider the explicitly analytic texts 

that accompany them. This writing is another component of the constitution of the figure of the 

author, however to consider this writing and its place in that process I need to find a way to discuss 

it differently; still reflexively, but somehow opening up my interpretation to interpretation in a way 

that I doesn’t see me going down a rabbit warren of endless recursion. In all the chapters I (as 
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author) approach the works of others as ‘holding’ a capacity to inform me about my constitution of 

myself as a knowing figure. I draw this notion of holding from the work of Brian McCoy, who worked 

for many years as a Jesuit priest in Balgo. McCoy writes about older Kukatja men ‘holding’ younger 

men on their growing up journey, their role being to help and guide. The role of those more 

experienced, those who have ‘knowledge’, is important for those who follow after, they need to be 

shown the way toward taking on the responsibilities that go with ‘growing up’ into new roles. The 

knowledge that older people have accumulated is valuable, but can only be made useful by the one 

who is able to recognise its value  (McCoy 2008). I borrow from this sense when I invoke this 

‘holding’ as a way of thinking about other’s texts. They are resources that I draw from in the process 

of working with the stories to ‘open them up’, to see what they ‘hold’ for me on my interpretive 

journey. Across the four chapters the stories themselves ‘suggest’ resources, which then, as 

discussed earlier, may also participate in the further shaping of those stories. There is no unifying 

logic which dictates what kind of texts are appropriate to help me with my task, though given my 

work is academic in nature, it is perhaps not surprising that I heavily favour academic texts as 

resources.  

However, the analytic section of each chapter is more than just an exercise where I use the texts of 

others as resources to illuminate issues within, or to generate possibilities from, the stories. The 

analytic sections, as they appear in this thesis, are also generative efforts to craft a new kind of story, 

an additional and complementary effort in meaning making that iterate with the stories to create 

new insight. Again, they are not principally designed to be explanatory, rather they are a way of 

using the insights of others to generate new ways of thinking through how the moment of 

disconcertment can be made productive. They do not seek to explain ‘why things are the way they 

are’; they are not retrospective accounts that seek to locate the moment of disconcertment using 

cause and effect logic. Rather, I write these sections to generate new connections, new relations, 

using an additive impulse that recognises the impossibility of identifying causes in moments too full 

to be reduced to linear understandings. I am seeking to compare, contrast and interrogate my 
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experience in relation to that of others, as they, as authors, approach the subject matter that has 

interested them enough to put pen to paper. In this way, my analytic sections might be 

characterised as a ‘conversation in text’ with the figure of the author emerging as something like a 

‘conductor’, composing the text through the process of selecting elements of texts, generating 

relations between them, and positing new ideas and possibilities as a result.  

What the texts I choose to assist me on my journey through the meaning making process do, is draw 

attention to particular aspects of experience which call for additional work in order to take their 

place in a settled form, part of the ‘loss and re-establishment of equilibrium’ process I mentioned 

earlier (Dewey 1934). However, and this is where the texts assume their role, is that they participate 

in the configuration of experience ex post facto. That is, the texts do not function as tools through 

which the meaning of an already experienced experience is found; the texts do not hold the keys to 

the meaning of the events understood as locks which need to be opened. Rather the texts help to 

configure the possibilities that inhere in the situations, and facilitate a process through which a 

meaning, rigorous and empirically sound, can be generated from it. Thus, experience, as the thing 

we come to know that we have had, is shaped through the process of analysis in which other texts 

participate. 

Thinking about other texts like this: as resources from which I draw to make sense of my 

disconcertments, places me, as the knowing figure, in a central position of the knowing, and thus the 

knowns that are possible, through this figure. But if I am positing this figure as something like a 

conductor, then the texts, either their own or of others, are only one of the elements that they must 

work with. So, what are (all) these elements? In broad terms, the common strategy in Science and 

Technology Studies (STS) (a field of scholarship in which this thesis might reside) is to first delineate 

between those that are human and those that are not. However, as the stories, and the texts 

through which I have interrogated the stories show, the ‘ensemble cast’ which configures my 

experience is vast (Pyne Addelson 2002). It includes humans, which in the cases I have explicated 
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have different ontologies, which in turn means that a diverse range of human-centred concepts are 

active in the situations I examine. These concepts come in and exert themselves in different ways 

and at different times, and in doing so (may) force their way back into the situation, wielding 

influence which (may) change it in the always emerging present. Also present and exerting their 

influence, are non-academic textual artefacts, including curriculum documents, contracts, emails, 

university strategy documents and surveys. These texts, framed as they are by specific 

understandings of the world, and encoding within them a picture of how that world ‘works’, work 

through me as a particularly positioned knower in the situations. It is doing the ‘conducting’ work 

that I must work out how to make use of the ‘gift of agency’ that is bestowed by my being a 

participant in the situation (Jerak-Zuiderent 2019). Again, as acknowledged elsewhere, while I am at 

the centre of my account, this does not mean I think that I am in the centre of the situations; I am a 

participant in the situations and have agency, like others, both human and nonhuman, who are 

participants within them. The agency of the other elements, which are themselves also configured, 

are beyond the scope of what this account is seeking to address, however acknowledging the agency 

that other elements have is critical in developing an account of the figure of the author, pivotal as 

they are to the process through which knowns become knowns.  

But the question remains, how do I use these accounts in my own work- what do I actually do with 

them? As I read other’s texts, most of which I find interesting and thought provoking, I ask myself 

two questions: what do I think this author is trying to do; and, what do I take from this? These two 

things somehow work together for me, even though there is no necessary confluence between 

them. My answer to these two questions: of what the author might be trying to do, and what I take 

from their writing, might entail very different pictures of the world. But it remains that the figure 

who answers these two questions is singular, and although it might seem that in approaching the 

text through these two questions the figure of the author is bifurcating, generating (potentially) very 

different answers and therefore meanings, the point is that both are constitutive of the figure of the 

reader. The next question is then, what does this rendering of the figure of the reader do to my 
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understanding of myself as an author, who takes from these texts inspiration for what I write (which, 

to be clear, might mean that I learn and seek to use things that I disagree with as much as those 

things I agree with)? And what does that mean for what I myself write? 

The relationship between the author in the text and the author in the flesh 
 

As I have noted elsewhere this thesis, as an account, is (necessarily) a partial one. Partial, because I 

do not claim to be revealing anything universal as a result of my writings, and because of my explicit 

positioning as just one actor among many who participates in the situations I discuss. However, it is 

also partial from the perspective of the actual writing; writing can only do so much in terms of what 

it communicates. So, while language, as a tool for generating and sharing meaning, enables so much, 

writing, as a particular aspect of it, is limited in what it can express. In this work I have adopted, as I 

indicated I would at the outset, a style that befits the stance I am taking toward this work; it is 

personal and seeks not to generate a sense that it is anything other than my take on things. This is 

why I am now writing about my writing; attempting to reflect on the additional writing strategies I 

have used to convey that words themselves are limited in what they can convey. 

The first obvious strategy I have employed is the use of two distinctive voices in my writing. The first, 

which comprises the stories, is first person focused, and seeks to generate the sense of the 

embodiment of the situations. The second voice, which I use in the analysis that accompanies the 

stories and in other parts of the thesis (including this one) is stepped back from the action. The use 

of different ‘voices’, signalled through style and font, to explore my experience and the juxtaposition 

of that experience with others, creates a text which does not have a single authorial position. The 

stylistic changes show an author who occupies multiple positions, which in turn reveals the 

partiality, not only of each of the voices, but particularly of the voices when considered together.. 

That narration and interpretation are two parts of a singular enterprise in which each does different 

work. 
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Thus, the figure of the author is (largely) coherent but clearly multiple; no single voice apprehends 

(or claims to apprehend) things as they are. A variegated understanding of the phenomena the 

author experiences is demonstrated through these multiple voices, which in turn allows the author 

to explore further those phenomena (the experiences experienced in the course of doing work) as a 

professional, employed within institutions, whose work pertains (to greater or lesser degrees) to 

engaging with Aboriginal people.  

Greater awareness of oneself as the author, and of the work that goes into generating this figure, 

ironically moves the author away from being the central figure in knowledge making. It is the (mostly 

unwitting) assumption of the position of the universal knower that most social science authors take 

(Verran 2015), that means that the accounts that they produce, which seek to discuss the known, 

overlook their own role in constructing those knowns. This does not mean their work is not 

interesting, nor does it mean that it is not productive and useful for those who read it, just that it 

follows a long tradition of excluding the agency of the author as a coordinating figure. The great 

bulk, if not all, of what I have written here would not be possible without those other authors 

assuming their positions and writing about the knowns that they participate in bringing to life. 

However, their own role in constructing those knowns are often unacknowledged within the texts 

themselves (which is different from it not being recognised), and certainly runs counter to the one of 

the goals of STS work (of which this seeks to align itself with) that the processes of making 

knowledge be visible. But how does generating visibility of the constitution of the author- the writer 

of the text- iterate with the claim that the figure is singular, and what is the significance of this for 

the knowns that the figure produces?  

To consider what it is this text offers I must first acknowledge (even if only to myself) that I am 

assembling it to say ‘something’. Following my insistence that what I write is partial, I also argue that 

I am in no position to claim to discern anything universal about the world. Much STS work would 

claim the same thing; many authors of STS work would reject the idea that they are writing 
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something about ‘how things really are’. Yet we are all also to writing to say something, and thus are 

hopeful that what we write will communicate something to those who might read it. It seems the 

implicit (if not explicit) purpose of writing an academic text is to ‘convince’ or perhaps ‘persuade’ the 

reader of the validity of the argument presented; ‘follow me and I will show you how things are’ we, 

as authors, seem to say. And once you have concluded your reading, I will have done my job if you 

(too) believe what I have ‘led’ you to. At worst, even if you don’t believe me you can say that at least 

I have constructed a plausible argument that does what it is ‘supposed’ to do: lead you through an 

argument in a way that you follow and see the logic within, even if you hold fast to another theory, 

which means the premises of my argument are what you disagree with rather than the plausibility of 

what I say. To sum up, my argument is that the task of the ‘classic’ academic author is to write 

something that tells the reader something ‘about the world’ in a way that is convincing. To put it 

another way, my reading of the ‘task’ of the author is to convince the reader that what the author 

says is true. Secondarily, if the first task is achieved, that the reader finds some way of using this 

newly acquired insight to assist them in whatever task it is they set for themselves.  

What does writing my ethnographic stories, and the academic stories that I write from them (which 

implies a movement from one to the other- more on that later) mean for the situations that inspire 

them and the intellectual journey I take as a result? What does my story mean for the collective 

from which the possibility of me telling a story arose? My stories, partial, unavoidably and 

unashamedly, cannot be compared with any other accounts of those situations. I am, in all 

likelihood, the only one who has produced texts from the situations in which others (humans and 

non-humans) were key players and without whom there would be no situation to narrate. But does 

the fact that I am not claiming to be showing anything other than ‘my take on what happened’ mean 

that my account doesn’t mean anything ‘in general’? It feels like I am entering a ground in which I 

am simultaneously arguing two things which do not align. First, that my account should not be 

mistaken for anything other than a partial rendering of a situation, which in turn, inspires me to do a 

whole pile of things (reading, talking, writing) so that I might better equip myself to participate more 
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ably in future, similar situations. Second, and seemingly contradicting the first, is the sense that 

assembling this account (as a whole) is significant beyond the uses to which I put it. But on what 

basis can I argue that my account, partial as it is, and acknowledging that both the ethnographic 

story and everything I produce on my intellectual journey through, from and beyond it, has been 

manufactured by me, has any significance for anyone else, for a reader? It seems to me that I can’t; 

there is no firm basis on which I can argue that it has any significance for anyone else. So perhaps 

that leaves me with arguing why it is of significant for me, given it is my story and my journey. On 

what basis, given the fragility of what I have composed, recognising explicitly that what I have 

written could so easily be different, can I possibly argue that there is any value in this process?  

But I am seeking to explain something aren’t I? it is not as if I am marshalling all this stuff and 

building what looks like an argument with no purpose. So, what is it I am trying to explain, if it is not 

the workings of those situations that I use as the basis for my stories? I am trying to explain myself 

as an outcome of those events, and that outcome, an iterative participant in the ongoing unfolding 

of the world. As ‘an outcome’, the figure I produce is fragile, partial and contingent (and could easily 

also be different, had something else piqued my interest). As a knower, what I am at any point in 

time is not inevitable nor is it solid, yet it is what it is, and it is this that goes on an participates 

further. So, I am trying to explain the emergence of this figure, through an explicatory process, as 

there is no point in trying to assemble a story that says, ‘this happened in this way because of this’, 

because that would not be true. 

And this is where my account adds perhaps just a little to the store of the knowns that STS has been 

responsible for producing. I am not revealing any universal knowns in this process, the knowns I 

assemble have mostly been produced by others. What I do here is show how they have been useful 

for me on my journey to understanding the bounds of my agency as an actor in the situations I 

describe. That this journey is mostly useful for ‘me’, means that this particular process of knowledge 

making could be seen as insignificant, precisely because I am not claiming to find any universal 
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knowns through this work. But the significance of this work lies in this ‘lack’ of significance; the 

process through which a knower becomes a known to themselves as a unique outcome of the 

process undertaken. In my case, the process through which it has come about: consciously 

generating the ethnographer in the text, and the associated work with how this figure this bears 

back upon the knowledge making episodes that the ethnographer in the flesh participates in, should 

be of interest to anyone who themselves puzzles with their participation in knowledge making 

episodes, and wonders how they might use their own experience as the basis of their own learning 

journey. That such a journey will be of primary interest to the practitioner themselves is important, 

but it does not mean its effects are conferred only on the author. The actions an actor participates in 

(which, as I have indicated, are never ending) have real world effects on others and the associated 

nonhuman actors, meaning that what might look like an introspective process with limited benefits, 

potentially has wide reaching effects. But we can leave the measurements of those effects to others 

who will, I am sure, continue to catalogue the knowns that will continue to be produced by those 

who don’t take the step from the thinking of themselves as the universal knower to themselves as a 

knowing figure.  

The important insight that generated from this process is that the concepts I use are not of 

themselves significant in any universal way. Rather, the process itself, encoded through writing, 

allows the right concepts for the job I am asking the writing to do to emerge. It is considering the 

knower, constituted within the text that itself, that brings forth the concepts: they emerge in the 

consideration of the work which emerges in the generation of the figure of the author. Understood 

like this, it is the reflexive examination of the process, in which attention is paid to the forging the 

knowing figure that the importance of this account rests. While the content I have used is important 

in developing my author figure, it must be noted that this has to be read in relation to the original 

task: of using disconcertment to ‘do responsible work’ (in what I have come to understand as 

cosmopolitical situation). This process has resulted in the generation of the figure of the author 

(rather than of a series of external knowns). The significance of this is how my process reflects, in a 
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general sense, on the process of forging of a knower in cosmopolitical situations, and how that bears 

back in to similar situations.  

The experiences which are the focus of the stories that begin each chapter have been arranged in 

chronological order. While experience is experienced sequentially (in that one thing happens and 

then another and so on) and provides a framework for the way the chapters are arranged, it does 

not follow that we can say that learning proceeds from experience sequentially. This is why taking a 

narrative approach to experience allows different understandings of learning to be generated. 

Narrative, which allows disparate elements to be incorporated into the sense making process (which 

it itself is part of instantiating), helps to make visible sense making as a process, rather than just as 

an achievement. The artefactualisation of experience in written form enables this visibility, allowing 

rendered experience to become available for reworking, and thus a new understanding of what 

‘reality’ is. Constructing, through narrative, the moments ‘then’ and ‘now’, and through them 

‘moments yet to come’ in new ways, means that the potential for insight can come from any 

experience at any time. Narrativisation allows the reconfiguration of the past, showing that the past 

is made in the present. In turn, this process opens up new opportunities for understanding and 

meaning making, which refigure the author as a generator of possibility rather than as a mere 

representer of times past.  

The figure of the knower, an outcome of inquiry 
 

This interpretation of my own analysis is critical in the process of coming to know myself as a 

knower; turning myself as a knower into a known. Throughout this account I am, as consciously as 

possible, assembling a self who is configured by external objects, like cars and curriculum, by texts 

and theories, by the interaction between the autoethnographic text and other texts, which results in 

the production of a figure who coordinates the process- the figure of the author. This figure is built 

through this work, but the importance of its development is not one which is only of academic 

interest (if indeed it is), but of the fact that the assembled self is a participant in the world. The 
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author continues to participate in the world as an actor; an actor who has changed by virtue of the 

interpretive process that they have engaged in.  

Without the work, the author, as a singular acting figure, could not exist in the form that it has 

emerged to be; the work makes the figure. Constructing, as an assemblage, an account (which in this 

case is written down, but does not necessarily need to be) is the process of becoming whatever that 

account produces. My account here details a process which was set off within a workshop in which 

we were invited to think about our experience and find a moment of disconcertment that we could 

use as the basis of a story, which we would seek to bring to life as an ethnographic account. That 

workshop, the hesitating development of my initial text, the consideration of that text in other 

workshops, and the emails and reading and conversations and rewriting that followed, played their 

part in generating a disposition which led me to consider disconcertment and writing and reading as 

meaningful processes for me to engage in to make sense of the conundrums I subsequently faced, 

and continue to face.  

The process I am detailing here participates in the construction of me as an ‘ethnographer in the 

flesh’. It is this fleshy ethnographer, employed to do ‘jobs’, configured by more elements than can 

be known, who then, despite all efforts, still finds himself disconcerted. At this point the process 

continues anew (which if different from starting all over again). That the self who emerges, 

constituted here as the ethnographer in the text, is coterminous with the ethnographer in the flesh; 

action continues unceasingly. This self participates in producing new knowns through its action, and 

these have world changing effects (even if only minute ones). The point of this text, however, is to 

show that the self who participates in these actions is an always changing self, one whose reflection 

on its own experience helps it to shape itself. That this hopefully leads to an actor who participates 

respectfully is ultimately up to others to decide, but from the point of view of myself as a writer, the 

reflexive work I have undertaken through reflecting on myself as a knower (and all that configures 
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the possibility of that knower) is useful to me as an ethnographer in the flesh; I would not be what I 

am were it not for this process.  

Thus, returning to style, the two styles both ‘types’ of writing I engage in are both constitutive of the 

author I am, and that they work together to produce a singular authorial figure, who is partial. 

Getting the reader to engage with this figure as singular, constituted by different styles and voices, is 

integral to the purpose of my thesis. The standard figure of auto-ethnography is a dualism, an ‘I’ who 

acts ‘in the flesh’ and the one who appears ‘in the text’. This dualism has the author (the ‘I’ of the 

text) reporting on the actions of the embodied ‘I’, who becomes the subject of the authors writings 

(De Man 1979). However I am interested, following Verran, to show that the figure I am seeking to 

construct is singular, rather than a dualism; that the stories and associated work are not 

‘representations’ of a ‘real’ realm, which existed (and still exists) ‘out there’, but constitute the 

knowing figure- an always participating figure (2015). The act of writing is one aspect of this ongoing 

participation; it is not an activity that takes place in some other realm where activity from the real 

world is encoded for posterity, it is itself action which, like all other action, makes the world. 

A larger story then, would be that this thesis is simultaneously one of the journey of a participant in 

the world who wants to do his work better, and the construction of this reading of that figure. A 

figure who is interested in using the experiences of disconcertment, which signal the presence of 

unwarranted assumptions about the collective action in which it is a participant, not to tell stories 

that explain what went on, but as opportunities to think. This rendering of the knowing figure might 

leads to the production of a capacity to participate effectively in spaces conditioned by those who 

went before, and might play a part in increasing our individual and collective freedom within 

situations (Pyne Addelson 1994). The extent to which is the case is something that can never really 

be measured, but it can be known in experience, partial though that knowing invariably is.  

To sum up, the figure am I proposing here follows that of Verran’s articulation of ‘the comparative 

philosopher’(2015). In her formulation, the comparative philosopher is an ‘outcome’, the result of 
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the work of a figure for whom everything that is available and comes to figure in making sense of 

experience, including what it means to make sense of something, is part of its constitution. It is not 

authoritative, in the sense that the figure tells how things were, or are, rather it generates (while 

showing) a thinking process in which the thinking, and the assembling of that thinking, are the 

significant object of interest. It is using the experience of experience to rethink what experience is, 

including reflecting on how that reorients the comparative philosopher for how they act in the 

world. It is thus a thoroughly practical position, one that takes the reality of the figure’s 

embeddedness in the empirical world as a given. At the same time, it accepts that there is no 

underlying reality that a participant can access; we function in the world based on the meanings we 

ascribe to the events that happen within it. Connectedly, the notion that there is an ideal realm is 

rejected; we are not creating representations of the real, we are participants in creating what we 

take as real in concert with others, including things. Lastly it is also a moral position, in that this 

embeddedness means that others are implicated in the becomings of the world that we are all 

participants in; the fact that our participation has impacts on others is inevitable, and something for 

which we cannot, even if we wanted to, escape from.  

The contemporary significance of the comparative philosopher 
 

Part of the need for the comparative philosopher is that it offers alternatives to the kinds of knowing 

selves that are currently taken to inhabit our organisations. Expanding the range of knowers who 

might exist means that different modes of engagement (and outcomes) remain active as 

possibilities. If we all frame, and are framed as, knowing selves like the ones imagined under 

economic rationalism, then all sorts of ways of knowing, and the possibilities that go with them, are 

eliminated.  I am therefore suggesting that a comparative philosopher is a figure who is able to 

participate responsibly in cosmopolitical work. The awareness of the partiality of one’s experience, 

the rejection of the notion of an ideal realm, and the recognition of the figure’s moral positioning, 

mean that a comparative philosopher is sensitised to the responsibilities that inhere in the work with 
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others that creates worlds, even if this work generates outcomes that some participants feel are 

unfair or unjust. Where a comparative philosopher differs from the common understanding of a 

philosopher is that it be understood as much as an outcome, even if only transiently, as it a ‘thing’; 

the comparative philosopher comes into existence through the practices which constitute it ‘in’ 

events. It can then be understood as an outcome of the actions in which it participates, and it can 

then also be figured as a known, as a sensitised actor who (in theory) is capable (without 

guarantees) of acting responsibly in the world (recognising that the notion of what constitutes 

‘responsible’ is also forged in the same actions).   

Drawing the threads together… 
 

To conclude this thesis I would now like to draw on what I am calling a final connecting notion, using 

Goffman’s ‘moral career’, drawn from his paper ‘The moral career of a mental patient’ (1959). 

Goffman, as a sociologist, was interested in how people were constituted through the social 

exchanges they engaged in. I am extending this stance by seeking to articulate how I, as an author, 

am constituted, a process which includes embodied social exchanges and the construction of this 

text, which themselves are co-constitutive. Goffman was interested in the role of the institution in 

the ways human being take on roles through face to face interactions with others. That work is of 

interest to me, in terms of how the institution establishes frames that configure that what it is 

possible to think and be within them. However, his work focused on the interactions between 

people who inhabited what he called ‘total institutions’; institutions which structure, and thus 

control, almost all aspects of a person’s life (Goffman 2007 [1961]). Further, he did not venture into 

any analysis of why the institutions functioned in the way they did, probe into how they evolved, or 

ask why they emerged as ‘solutions’ in the first instance. His stance was to stay grounded and 

observe the social interactions that took place in the institutions to build an understanding of role 
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playing and of ‘becoming’ a person. He was trained, after all, at the Chicago School of Sociology 12. It 

is Goffman’s work of tracking the ongoing social practices that constitute the person understood as a 

process, which he labels ‘a career’, that I am interested in drawing from here.  

Goffman’s analysis focused on the role of the institution in framing roles, played by people, who 

indicate to the person who becomes the ‘mental patient’ the role that they ‘must’ play. That this 

role can be interpreted by the mental patient themselves in a number of ways is interesting, 

showing that the framing provided by others is not determinative, even as it establishes boundaries 

that condition what is possible. My interest in the ‘moral career’ is in how this framing work, enacted 

by others, as well as by nonhuman elements (which Goffman mentions, but does not consider as 

framing the ‘moral career’ explicitly), is used by the person (who is the object of the study), in an 

interpretive process in which they are the outcome. Goffman says that the value of the concept of 

the career is: 

… its two-sidedness. One side is linked to internal matters held dearly and closely, such as 

image of self and felt identity; the other side concerns official position, jural relations, and 

style of life, and is part of a publicly accessible institutional complex. The concept of career, 

then, allows one to move back and forth between the personal and the public, between the 

self and its significant society…(Goffman 1959 p127) 

Because at least some of Goffman’s work was conducted in (what were then called) ‘mental 

asylums’, part of the logic of his approach was finding a way to study the self without “having to rely 

overly for data upon what the person says he thinks he imagines himself to be” (Goffman 1959 

p128). What I am interested in here, however, is the ‘moral’ aspect of the career, the “framework of 

imagery for judging himself and others”, which indicates the understanding of a self which is 

generated in and through social situations (Goffman 1959 p128). The moral self, understood to be 

 
12 The Chicago School of Sociology links many of the theorists whose work is cited in this thesis, including John 
Dewey, George Herbert Mead and later Howard Becker. 
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inescapably produced in and through interactions with others, is built through interpretations in 

which questions revolving around right/wrong, just/unjust or good/bad are pertinent. The reason 

this is important in my study is that many of the others implicated in the situations I narrate are 

Aboriginal people, whose understanding of the world, and of what constitutes appropriate action 

within it, I do not necessarily share. Nonetheless, they are part of the social conditions that frame 

the possibilities for the work we do together. Their standpoints and views of what constitutes 

morally justifiable behaviour, and the range of things that inform that, come to figure in the 

production of the self that I take myself to be. It is on this basis that I named myself as a ‘social 

worker’ in the second chapter of this thesis, where I pointed out that my use of the figure draws on 

an inherent multiplicity which attends the emergent becoming of the social in institutional settings. 

My naming of this figure enables me to connect up the disparate elements of the work I have 

participated in, drawing them together under one banner, recognising this work as cosmopolitical, 

rather than purely organisational, in nature. That I have chosen to name this ‘social work’ reflects 

that all my work has entailed “engaging people and structures to address life challenges and 

enhance wellbeing…in the context of their physical, social and cultural environments, their past and 

current experiences, and their cultural and belief systems” (Australian Association of Social Workers 

2021). That the myriad work experiences I have participated come together to produce a ‘career’, in 

which the moral aspects of each engagement matter, means that the self, and figure, who emerges, 

is sensitised to the larger frame in which these engagements take place. 

Recognising the moral component of work in settings which involve multiple knowledge traditions, 

particularly in those so conditioned by colonialism, means that actors who function within, and are 

generated within these settings, have a responsibility to understand what it is they ‘do’ (Sennett 

2003). The lack of explicit recognition of the moral component within such action means that the 

questions about what constitutes right/wrong, good/bad or just/unjust, are in practical terms, 

removed from consideration in the action itself. Thus, the possibility of injury is heightened, if not 

guaranteed, a situation which is enabled by viewing action in utilitarian terms, for example, merely 
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the result of actors who are ‘just doing their jobs’. As discussed, if I approached my work from a 

standpoint which says, ‘my employer determines what is appropriate action for the work I do on 

their behalf’, then I would be taking a utilitarian position. Actively working against a configuration 

that enables a utilitarian view within a situation, which includes welcoming the agency of nonhuman 

elements, takes energy and understanding, as well as a commitment to resisting the tendency 

towards ‘status quo’ practices (Khovanskaya 2018). In Marcelo Rosa’s contribution to Routledge’s 

ANT Companion, he notes that one strategy to assist in the navigation of the complexities of 

situations in which different knowledge making traditions find themselves together is 

methodological: “As Verran (2002) and later Law and Lin (2017) suggest, when ANT meet the 

postcolonial collective and Southern theories, the path opens for a necessary methodological 

experiment” (Rosa 2020 p217). What I am doing here is experimentation in this vein. I am seeking to 

explore how steps might be taken toward how one understands and works respectfully and 

productively in this space, and to observe the sorts of outcomes that come from this work. Acutely 

aware that the people with whom I have worked in the situations detailed do not share my ontology, 

where do I start in thinking through what their participation means in the space created by the 

‘work’? This work, in which all the parties are implicated (in differing roles) and in which their 

epistemic practices, by necessity, figure centrally, produce a space of opportunity. I figure this space 

as an interstice- a space ‘in-between’- because I recognise that while we lack a shared ontology, our 

actions are still colonially conditioned. The question then is: how do all the theories of knowledge 

participate in these spaces, and how can stories generated in these spaces be used as a resource to 

understand them, given their inevitable partiality?  It seems unavoidable that this process, 

whichever way it goes, must start in (taking) a political position, which includes recognising the 

sovereignty of those I work with. So, actively seeking not to impose my own ways of thinking and 

doing on the situations, there is still a job to be done, the question is how does one start this process 

when all we know is that we cannot know the other?  
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Connecting the small with the large 
 

It is through reflecting on my work as grounded instances of a larger set of experiences in which 

Aboriginal people and members of ‘settler society’ find themselves doing work together, that the 

notion of the ‘moral career’ becomes important. It was in reading ‘A place for strangers’, a book 

written by Tony Swain, which, in his own words “only begins the task of infusing our understanding 

of Aboriginal being with history…” (Swain 1993 p291), that I started to consider how thinking of 

myself as having a social work ‘career’ might relate to this larger issue. My concern is not historical, 

and so our tasks differ, but we share something of the sense of responsibility that comes from 

having spent considerable time interacting with Aboriginal people on their country.  

“…Aboriginal cultures are profoundly different from those that entered Australia at later 

dates, particularly those of European extraction. 

Each culture’s portrait of existence frames and contours ‘reality’ in terms of its own 

intellectual aesthetic. All are selective; all make choices as to what should be lovingly 

represented, what omitted. And all, I believe, to some extent, fail. It is only in the past few 

years that Western Scholars have realised that there might be a profound price to pay were 

the aboriginal way of existence be lost. Whether that price will ultimately bankrupt us or 

whether it can by any means be justified cannot be answered by scientific law. Appeals to 

‘evolution’, ‘devolution’ or whatever mask our true responsibility. We are faced not with a 

theoretical but with a moral choice (Swain 1993 p288). 

Clearly the situations that inform this thesis are more numerous than those which I have discussed 

in detail here. Those situations are themselves configured by more than can ever be accounted for. 

Thus, the situations I detail specifically cannot be divorced from all those other situations, where 

settler society members and Aboriginal people, on their land, find themselves co-located and acting. 

Do those situations, in which I did not participate, which preceded me, and perhaps also preceded 

those of the others I find myself with, not also somehow bear on how we do what we do together? 
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And perhaps our current collective actions are sites in which the injustices of the past might 

somehow be worked through? Ricoeur’s final work, focused on memory and forgetting, discusses 

the concept of collective memory and the role it plays in making communities and individuals, 

understood as co-constitutive (Ricoeur 2004). Acknowledging the work we do together to have been 

conditioned by events that we as participants have undergone, by events that we know about 

through others, as well as by events that we do not know about directly, means that memory at the 

collective level plays a key role in the situations we now find ourselves. How this memory, which is 

collective and not able to be identified explicitly, inhabits current situations, and through them the 

possibilities for action, is thus also important. And it is in works like this, that take memory as a 

constituent, that it figures; something that emerges when understood through the lens of a career, 

in which meaning is generated through shared passages of experience. The situations I have chosen 

need to be considered in light of the fact that the past which we shared becomes important through 

what we do with it; they are events which can help us to think about where we might go together 

(Tzvetan 2001). Such questions, as Ricoeur notes, are moral questions, and as such need to be 

considered in light of the outcomes for the collectives in which they are framed.  

But am I not stretching things too far here? Am I not positing the participation of things of which I 

know nothing, and cannot account for empirically? This is where the creative capacity of analysis 

comes in, for it allows the participation of elements that find their place, not through their empirical 

appearance or presence, but because of their relevance as determined by the analyst. I am positing 

here the possibility that the small, and what might be considered insignificant, events in which I have 

participated are part of a larger arc, one which is conditioned by the past, but one which also frames 

the possibilities of the future. Aboriginal people and people of settler society origin will continue to 

find themselves working together, and to think that what we do now has no effect on what we 

might do tomorrow would be an absurd position to take. Thus, while we don’t know the effects of 

our actions, we can be sure that they matter. Each new situation is an opportunity for thinking 

within situations in new ways; thinking which emanates from recognitions and practices of 
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sovereignty, and through them to our collective responsibility for keeping the land, and the people 

who are that land, alive, in the sense of being vibrant, not just in terms of being a breathing and 

acting being, but something vitally connected to something that is far greater than all of us.    

The knowing figure as a moral actor, a capacity cultivated in inquiry 
 

It is within the situations we find ourselves that we act. These actions are our choices, and the fact 

that these choices are moral, and thus also have (moral) implications for others, is something that 

we must face. As Swain says, our choices are not ‘theoretical’ (however much it is unavoidable they 

are informed by theory), but moral. The work of this thesis is developing an account of a process of 

seeking to see the choices that I make with the morals ‘present’, rather than as something 

abstracted from acting; as something that can somehow be considered separately and after the fact. 

If I were I to do my moral ‘accounting’ in this way, I would consider it to be irresponsible. Perhaps 

considering moral implications ex post facto is a step in the right direction, trying to see the moral 

aspects of what formerly might have appeared as a utilitarian, professional task, suggestive of an 

awakening. However, the fact is that if my acts do not attend to the moral aspects as they are taking 

place (regardless of the choices that might be made), then the choices cannot be discussed on a 

moral plane, although they may inform moral thinking henceforth. Handwringing after the fact does 

not constitute moral choice.  

Yet, and as I hope I have shown, moral action is not something that one just ‘does’ because they 

think it is the right thing to do, no matter how much they want to. The ability to even consider 

morality within action is a capacity that must be cultivated, and to then ‘do it’, another step again, 

for the capacity to act and actually acting are two different things. I would like to stress here that I 

am not claiming to be an effective moral actor, rather I feel that I am becoming aware of my capacity 

to act morally, and that this capacity has been developed through the process I am detailing here. It 

is for others to judge my actions within those situations I share with them, and it is for others to 

judge this account, using whatever criteria their circumstances suggest to them to be the right ones. 
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That such considerations emerge within those situations is part of what I am seeking to show within 

this thesis; that what we consider to be important emerges in the doing. That I do this over and over, 

seeking to constantly cultivate an epistemic demeanour in which my moral capacity grows, shows it 

is a never-ending process.  

What I’ve learned begins (but certainly does not end) with my own experience. Recognising the 

configuring elements that play their part in our experiences is critical to this process, and asking 

questions of the agency of those elements, and the ends they pursue, is also critical. Seeing 

ourselves as having agency is important, and recognising the agency of others (both human and 

nonhuman), equally so. Recognising too, that configuring elements ‘are what they are’ because they 

are ossified as what they are by virtue of the work of other ‘words and things’, opens them up to 

consideration as stable, but not set for all time, arrangements. We can play our little part in 

reconfiguring them to be more respectful to other ways of doing things if we are able to humbly pay 

attention, and to reintegrate the fruits of our learning from that attention into the world we do 

together.  
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