


CONTENT

ILLUSTRATIONS
ABSTRACT
DECLARATION
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

1 INTRODUCTION

Port Augusta: a Town In-between
Constructing the ‘Field’

Outline of Chapters

Technical Notes

2 FENCEWORK

The Blaxter Fence
Suburbia
Research & Reflexivity

Positions of a Stranger

3 ENCOUNTERS AT THE CROSSROADS

Regional Mobility
Urban Mobility
Skilled Surveying & Informed Encountering

4 KNOWING & BELONGING
OR THE TREES OF RELATEDNESS

Culture Loss

Orality

Custodians & Teachers
Family Photos

Family Trees

Family Knowledge

Imagined Families

12
16

18

18
22
27
31

52

53
64
70

97

98
104
107
111
113
128
130



5 CRAFTING COMMUNITY — PRACTISING KINSHIP 138

CDEP and the Arts & Crafts Gang 139
Gangs & Mobs 141
Communities of Practice 144
Senior & Junior Gangs 146
Painting & Talking 150
Relatedness in Practice 169
Kin of Practice & Blood Relations 176
6 THE WET/DRY FRONTIER 187
Urban Fear & Disorder in Port Augusta 188
The Total Dry Zone: Proponents, Sceptics & the Media 200
The Council’s Concerns 203
Aboriginal Concerns 218

7 ABORIGINAL WAYS:

ARTICULATIONS OF COMMONALITY & DISTINCTION 233
Separate Domains or Spaces of Hybridity? 234
Habitus 246
Ways of Classifying the Social World 249
Aboriginal Marginalisation 257
Embodied Ways 265
Commonality & Mobilisation 285

8 CONCLUSION 291

BIBLIOGRAPHY 296



ABSTRACT

In 2006 and 2007 I conducted ethnographic research in Port Augusta, a regional town in
South Australia. I engaged with various people; most of them were Aboriginal. I gathered
information during observations and conversations in a range of settings such as
streetscapes, homes and offices, churches and workshops, cars and cafés. This thesis is
based on my experiences and the insights I (as a non-Aboriginal person) gained in these
encounters. I present an anthropological study of everyday life and Aboriginal practice in
Port Augusta.

Much research concerning Australia’s Aboriginal people has focussed on remote
Aboriginal settlements and has been framed with reference to particular Aboriginal, tribal
or language groups. My research, by contrast, took place in a town of over 13 000 people,
about one fifth of whom were Aboriginal. It involved Aboriginal people who identified
with numerous different language groups. Whereas many other academics, tourists, or
the media have been interested most in the seemingly extraordinary, exotic, and more
spectacular aspects of Aboriginal living — Dreaming stories, relationship to country,
spiritual believes, ritual, ceremony, or art — my thesis describes and interprets facets of
the everyday worlds of Aboriginal people. I enquire into mundane activities, routine
practices, habitual ways of doing things, common patterns of thought and ongoing
struggles. I provide a fine-grained anthropological exploration of how kinds of
Aboriginal sociality were lived in the process of day-to-day life in Port Augusta.

Although I discuss established social concepts such as family, language group and
community, I propose a more encompassing notion of social connectedness and adopt a
critical stance towards these often reified categories. I ask: How exactly was
connectedness being achieved, maintained, envisioned and sometimes denied? Practices
such as Aboriginal ways of driving, watching, meeting, talking, collecting, painting or
classifying, I argue, were all significant to how connections, and sometimes
disconnections, amongst Aboriginal people or between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal
people were forged and renewed. They were fundamental to how Aboriginal people

created a sense of urban connectedness, imagined family ties, enlivened networks of



relatedness, worked together as a ‘community of practice’, or articulated a sense of
Aboriginal commonality and distinction.

This thesis explores social connectedness as an ongoing process. Aboriginal
people in Port Augusta did not simply ‘have’ connections. They continuously worked to
establish or sustain connectedness. Genealogical ties, places of residence and similar
circumstances equipped people with potentialities; they suggested possible connections.
But these latent relationships needed to be realised. They had to be activated in everyday
practice. Connections remained meaningful and effective because people actually lived
them. Although forms of connectedness were sometimes objectified and reflected upon,
they were not just a matter of conscious explication, discourse or representation. In
many respects, I argue, Aboriginal connectedness, or Aboriginality, in Port Augusta were

founded in habitual ways, in bodily dispositions and embodied practices.



