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This interview is derived from the Bob Hawke Ministerial Centre series of 
events, held on June 22, 2023, at the University of South Australia, in 

Adelaide, South Australia. Entitled “A Story of Souls,” the idea was to unpack 
the processes around which Debra Dank wrote her award-winning long-form 
narrative, We Come with This Place (Echo Publishing, 2022). At the time of 
this interview, her text was selected by the Grattan Institute as one of the 
books for the Prime Minister’s 2022 Summer Reading List, an annual collec-
tion of six; was short-listed for no fewer than three New South Wales Premier 
Literary Awards; and shortlisted for the 2023 Stella Prize, the annual literary 
award for writing by Australian women. Since the interview, Dank took out a 
record four awards (Book of the Year, Douglas Stewart Prize for Non-Fiction, 
Indigenous Writers’ Prize, University of Technology, Sydney, Glenda Adams 
Award for New Writing) at the NSW Premier Literary Awards; went on to 
win the prestigious 2023 Australian Literary Society’s Gold Medal; won the 
University of Queensland Non-Fiction Book Award at the Queensland Lit-
erary Awards; and was short-listed for the 2023 Prime Minister’s Literary 
Awards for Nonfiction.

Dank is a Gudanji and Wakaja woman, a scholar, an academic (at the 
University of South Australia) and author, a mother, and a grandmother. She 
is also a potter and a poet. Her text is a deeply personal story performing as a 
collective narrative, and this is its strength and power. We can learn so many 
crucial truths about Australia and its First Nations from examining this text, 
truths too long ignored. It is an extraordinary foray into what Country means 
to Australia’s First Nations and how meaning and life and love and family are 
derived from it. How this 65,000-year culture—the oldest in the world—is 
full of richness and knowledge and wisdoms that if we continue to ignore it 
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that if we listened well enough, we could hear the stories the country would 
choose to tell us and share with us. So, when I had the opportunity to do a 
PhD, and as someone who spent almost forty years in various classrooms, I’ve 
always been cognizant of how important communicative functioning was. 
We often assume that it’s about the words, but the words are only a tiny bit 
of it. Ways of meaning making are so embedded within cultural frameworks, 
and in the recording of this book those frameworks—Gudanji frameworks—
form the bases for the evolution of the narratives. Consequently, I listened 
well because my dad was a smart man, and he taught me to listen beyond the 
sounds coming into my ears. He taught me to listen as Gudanji listen. 

Joseph: I heard you say the other day—we were talking about your fa-
ther—and you told me that you regard Country as a huge library because 
of what your father taught you, which wasn’t out of books. In terms of pro-
fessional identity, you have always been a scholar of deep theory, including 
semiotics and polyphony. Your PhD at Deakin was in Narrative Theory and 
Semiotics. And I know from talking with you throughout these past months, 
the massive chatter about your creative work has seriously thrown you off kil-
ter because people, and the general public, regard you as a creative writer now. 
Can you explain what that has felt like, identifying as a scholar and educator 
for most of your professional life but now recognized as a creative writer? 

Dank: I’ll tell you a secret. I’ve always been a bit of a literary snob, and 
I blame my mum. My mother had excellent taste in literature and always 
provided the good stuff. At that time, it was invariably the English children’s 
classics. There was not a lot of publishing of other cultures’ classic literary 
works at that point, and there is still a long way to go. And then I evolved into 
reading other texts as I engaged in tertiary study. My study was concerned 
with those big theory ideas, so that was where I was located and that was 
where my reading safe place was. I’m not shy but I am a genuine introvert, so 
of course books are always some of my best mates because they take so much 
less energy. The thing is, now that this book is being noticed and shortlisted 
in all kinds of places, in my imagining, it has evolved into a real book. It 
is, however, ultimately just a collection of stories that have been lived and 
shared by ordinary people who have done amazing things—of getting up in 
the morning and dealing with whatever it is that needed to be dealt with. As 
someone who has read—I was about four when my mother managed to teach 
me to read—I’ve always read diligently trying to find where Aboriginal people 
existed in that literature, and I was rarely successful in finding our mob. I 
saw people doing these amazing things and I thought, I’m going to write that 
down. It needs to be written down. I want my kids and my grandchildren to be 
able to find the extraordinary moments in the mundane everyday acts of liv-

as we have done for almost 250 years, we do so at our peril.
The text is the creative component of a PhD Dank undertook at Deakin 

University in Melbourne. Three months after conferral, there was a bidding 
war between two multinational publishing houses and the independent pub-
lisher Bonnier Echo. Dank went with Echo, signing a two-book deal, in-
cluding the exegetical component of her PhD. This is creative doctoral work 
performing at the highest order, a scholarly space for which Australia is fast 
garnering a strong critical name, and is producing exciting and innovative 
work, as mentioned in our Introduction.

We ran out of time to field all the questions on the night of the interview 
but have included the entire swath here. It is polemical to include memoir in 
the field of literary journalism, but it is time to embrace and make space for 
different ways of sharing the true stories of people’s lives, like Dank’s. Look-
ing ahead, this is exciting and enriching for the field, because what is literary 
journalism but a deep, strong, profound way of unearthing and telling our 
stories to each other.

Sue Joseph: You have often described this long-form text as an unintend-
ed one. That you are not a reluctant author, but you are an accidental author. 
I have also heard you say that you did not write it alone. And I have heard 
you say that you genuinely do not think you even wrote it; that you listened 
it into being. That this book is all about the listening. Can you explain what 
you mean by that?

Debra Dank: I’m still trying to adjust myself to what the book has 
achieved. You see, the book, not my book. It’s the book.

Because where I grew up, in really remote places, we didn’t have a lot 
of anything terribly much, but we had amazing family and amazing things 
happening constantly. And my mum was a reader. We always had books, so, 
my poor dad—who did not read books; he did not write the book language 
either—he was just so patient around always being jabbed in the ribs with 
those books in our swag. He was considered illiterate, as if our language and 
the two others he spoke did not matter. That label ignored and minimalized 
the intelligent man my dad was. So, our stories just lived with us in the same 
way we lived with them because I would engage with Western education as 
a correspondence kid. It only took me a little while to do a week’s worth of 
work because I’ve always been a little bit like that—I love words and I love 
stories—and then I got to go with my dad, and I got to hear a whole lot of 
other stories that required a different listening through more than ears. 

My dad was a great listener. He was always encouraging us to listen—to 
know we were not ever the most important people in this place. He taught us 
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ing. Extraordinariness sometimes asks for careful attendance before it makes 
itself known to you, but I am still not sure about being a creative writer.

Joseph: It is impossible to slot your long-form text into a slick, market-
able genre—neither memoir nor autobiography. Understanding First Nations 
storytelling as little as most non-Indigenous do, one of the things I have read 
about is its collective nature. It is a deeply personal story performing as a 
collective narrative. This is both its strength and power. Are you able to com-
ment on this “collective-ness”?

Dank: You’re right, it has generally been marketed as a memoir, and I 
worry because it is so far from being a memoir. It confounds and confronts 
me, because as a document it is representative of a collective narrative, not 
just me (I’m probably the least important person in it). It reflects the history 
around Gudanji community and Country; it reflects the history around Wa-
kaja Country, where I grew, and it represents our collective non-human kin. 
All those narratives are possible because of that ongoing connection to Coun-
try we have, and the teaching of our Elders reminding us that we must listen 
to Country, that we pay attention because if we are not careful around the 
listening, we can’t contribute to that collective narrative, and we cannot sus-
tain Country and ensure it continues and contributes to our future. It is not a 
memoir, but I understand it needs to be marketed. The collective nature of it 
reflects a cultural construct lived by Gudanji and other first people both here 
in Australia and internationally. Collectivist cultural practice is not common 
in Western communities. There are voices that are representing stories from 
the clouds, from the wind, from ants, because they’re all-important parts of 
Gudanji community. Those stories they share are also critically important to 
our ability to continue to live, survive and thrive, with our place.

Joseph: I do not wish to distress you but remembering that your beauti-
ful mum died at the beginning of your PhD, and your amazing father just 
as you submitted. You write of your mother-loss—“I felt the unanaesthetised 
and raw slashing of the cord that day—a soul-deep tearing wound.” But you 
cannot write of losing your dad, except this: “It is too big.” When I read your 
book again, I was so aware that your dad is hand in hand with you through-
out the entire text—he is almost the protagonist. How do you subsume the 
psychic pain of not only these losses, but the many significant family losses 
and family damage throughout your writing?

Dank: Life is a privilege, an absolute and utter privilege, and I don’t 
mean that in any naff way, but we must pay for that living and death is not 
negotiable. Death is not a special agony experienced only by some. You know, 
living is a genuine privilege because too many of us don’t get to do it, but how 
can we not be grateful for those before us who have enabled our living? I can’t 

talk about my dad because it is too big, but he is the person who gave me my 
identity, he is the one who gave me so much strength in knowing who I am 
and where I come from beyond a geographic location, so it is easy to imagine 
he is still with me because it really is true. My dad is Gudanji by blood; he is 
Wakaya according to ceremonies. My dad went through Wakaya ceremonies 
because his mum relocated to Wakaya Country to escape a massacre. My 
mum is Wakaya and Kalkadoon by blood, but it was all that time with my 
dad that allowed us to develop an amazing relationship. We were so alike, 
mostly stubborn. Many times, we could barely spend five minutes with each 
other without arguing about something, but we always had each other’s back. 
After one argument, he said to me, ‘You are just like your grandmother. My 
mother was cheeky, just like you.’ It was meant to be a slur, but that comment 
offered me a small glimpse into my grandmother’s life and gave me a tangible 
link into my own becoming. Of course, I responded, ‘And guess who we both 
have in common!’ My dad was an amazing musician. He tried to teach me to 
play the guitar—once. After about five minutes he said, ‘Bub, you stay with 
your books. It’s all good’. But he always had my back, and while his early life 
was horrific compared to mine, he had this amazing capacity to wake up in 
the morning and appreciate that he took a breath of fresh air as he sipped 
from the billycan-sized pannikin. It was a gift. He then went off to work 
either on horseback on a remote station or in town collecting the sanitation 
pans from the outhouses or, later, operating the machines that kept the local 
dump tidy.

Joseph: Staying with family, you introduce us to your husband Rick early 
on the text and then regale us with your father and mother’s first meeting with 
him, which seems to have been somewhat disastrous, culminating with your 
dad asking you: ‘You know he is a marndaji, Bub? You know he is a whitefella, 
Bub?’ To which you answer: ‘O no, is he?’ (52–3). You write humor as well as 
you write pain—it seems intuitive. Most creative nonfiction and fiction writ-
ers take years to hone these craft elements, the light and shade of writing. Can 
you explain the feeling of writing these so fluently, quickly—almost primally? 

Dank: With the death of my mother, and then my dad being as ill as he 
was, there was that raw emotion and stark energy all mixed and entangled—
trying to deal with mum going and knowing that dad was not so far from 
following her. I also think because I had no sense of producing a book, or 
what was to become a book, I had a certain kind of freedom because there 
was no sense of following the recipe. We were in a workshop a couple of days 
ago and I was just Googling. It has become my version of looking out of the 
schoolroom window. I got onto Pinterest because it’s a thing. My kids are 
trying to get me to learn a bit about social media, but that challenges me so 
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much. There was a list; it was this recipe I’ve used when I’ve taught children in 
primary school how to write. You know, Stage one, Stage two. And then there 
was a list from Stephen King, and he said things like, ‘Just write. Just write. 
Just go for it. Live it. Feel it.’ I’ve lived it and I’ve felt it, and the fullness of 
living must include the humor. We are strange beings. Sometimes it is easier 
to live in those hard moments and happiness is blurred. Sometimes it is hard 
to find joy in tiny fleeting things—a child’s laugh, that beautiful shiny color 
of a blow fly, the after taste of mint tea, a whiff of eucalypt wafting through 
a busy carpark. So, it was just time to put pen to paper. I do a lot of thinking 
and then I just sit and write it—at this stage I really need to point out that 
Rick and Karl have been big participants. My son, when he is at home, often 
sits on the floor beside my desk and patiently responds to me, asking, ‘Do 
you think that that’s the way that happened and you reckon that is what it 
really means?’ and Rick brings tea and water because I forget, so thank you, 
Rick and Karl.

Joseph: Technically, talk to us about the memory needed to re-narrate 
this story. There is a 65,000-year history of habitation, culture, and oral sto-
rytelling within the First Nations. Is that what is at play here with this text? 
Does fiction play any tiny part anywhere within this text? 

Dank: That connection with Country, because we say it quickly, easily, 
casually, and often, encompasses so much. We leave too much unarticulated, 
assuming we are all cognizant of that silent knowledge. The connection to 
Country includes all these ways of relating passed down from the Elders, that 
are also passed down in these relatively unarticulated ways that Aboriginal 
people utilize, that communicative form greater and wider than vocabulary 
alone. Again, we simply make a comment about oral tradition and fail to 
furnish the details.  We, Gudanji, know what happened to cause the rock 
escarpment to wear away at Garringini because those are the stories that we 
sit and we listen and we learn from, because there’s so much learning in such 
seemingly simple stories and because of the way we hear them and where we 
hear them and with whom we hear them that learning is able to be unpacked. 

While Country acts as a mnemonic, there is a code that is deciphered 
through relationality that allows the understanding and the access to the sto-
ries that an individual has a right to hear and know, so memory, in the West-
ern sense, is different to how memory looks for Gudanji. I cannot speak for 
other first peoples’ groups, but I suspect their systems are similar. The big 
complexity, of course, is that we are attempting to explain concepts that are 
more than 60,000 years old, in the vocabulary of a young language and defi-
nitions that are only several thousands of years old. There is much that cannot 
be said through the vocabulary we now have access to.

There are, of course, fiction stories in the way that fiction exists in other 
cultures, but fiction here is about how an individual develops a relationship 
with the knowledge they are responsible for—fiction that becomes a device to 
assist the recall and the retelling of those life-giving narratives.

Joseph: Some of your childhood memories are visceral, particularly your 
trip with Bimbo and the fish he catches in the middle of a visually waterless 
space, and then the fifteen-year-old knocking her dad to the ground. Talk us 
through this vivid remembering. Was the isolation of your childhood a factor 
in remembering?

Dank: The isolation of my childhood was a gift and allowed me to se-
lectively participate in a whole range of things. I’ve always been intensely 
private, but comfortable with my own company. It’s the way a lot of Gudanji 
mob are, it’s the way a lot of Wakaya mob are. We come from these big places 
where we have to be quiet, because, if we don’t, we scare off the food, and 
that’s not a good thing. But that that kind of isolation brings a particular 
ability to focus and be quite intentful around focusing on that moment. Ob-
servation tends to be more committed. 

Off the subject but absolutely connected to it, I worked with the Fred 
Hollows Foundation at some stage in the past. Professor Hollows was quoted 
to have said something along the lines of, after he checked the eyesight of 
Aboriginal people in town, he would often prescribe glasses. When he went 
bush with those same people, they took the glasses off and they had better 
than twenty/twenty vision. And it goes back constantly to this relationship 
with Country, and relationship is such a tiny word to describe all of this be-
ing and knowing that occurs when we are in the presence of Country. So, 
yes, isolation helps the focus. The memories are just this cyclical thing that 
occurs as we’re sitting with family and we participate in the same activities 
and the same acts that allow us to live on our Country, that our grandmother 
did, that her grandmother did, that grandmother before them did as well, 
so we are simply layering, layering, layering constantly. Memory is threaded 
through because of those shared experiences and knowledge, framed within a 
particular country-scape. It all combines to enable us to weave ourselves into 
the fabric of family and knowledge.

Joseph: You grew on Wakaja/Gudanji land. Your own kids are on Gu-
danji Country, between Tennant Creek and the border of Queensland. Read-
ing the final few sections of your book, you include a piece by each daughter 
and amazing stories of your son, as a five-year-old, then as a young man. Can 
you paint a picture in words for us now, of what that was like, taking your 
own children back to Country? How important, imperative even, this is for 
your family and other First Nations people?
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Dank: Growing on Country is so critically important. My kids, like me, 
are very aware that we had this amazing privilege of having family and Coun-
try in which, with which, to grow. We were living in Queensland, and my 
eldest daughter came home from school one day and said, “I don’t want to 
wear that. I want to wear this other thing.” And it was the label, the brand, 
that she wanted. I was not going to have my thirteen-year-old dictate to me 
what was and was not acceptable, so we went bush, home to Country, and the 
three of them will say that it was the very best time. We went bush, particu-
larly, and stayed out there for a stretch of about eight months, nine months. 
The longest length of time we had stayed, and we gave them a fishing line and 
said, “Welcome home.” We told them, “We are a long way from the shops, 
so, when you’re hungry, the river’s full of fish. But be careful of the crocodiles 
because they’re after the fish as well and they wouldn’t mind a bite of you, ei-
ther.” I gave them all a jar and a bag of alfalfa sprouts. I’m a mum, you know, 
they have to eat their greens. So, my kids got to spend real time, doing real 
living with their grandmothers, in the place where those grandmothers had 
spent time with their grandmothers. They came away different people; they 
came away Gudanji people.

Joseph: I know you spoke only your own language, a form of Creole, 
until you were ten years old. And I have heard you say that some of your sto-
ries are not easily told in English or described in Western ways. You also talk 
about the binary of the English language compared to the matrices of your 
own language, Wakaja. An example is the word mankujba. It means hearing, 
listening, thinking, feeling, and remembering—any of those things at any 
given time. I figure you are talking about sensory ways, but can you explain 
what you mean by this comparison? The binary versus the matrices?

Dank: Western language theorists talk about English as a binary lan-
guage. They have this idea that we can’t know what good is without saying, 
“Good is good because it is not bad.” A concept has and is defined by its 
binary opposition—English we define one side of the binary according to its 
opposite. This is highly simplified, of course, and some of those same theo-
rists tell us of the need to deconstruct, but that is for a longer conversation. 
Aboriginal languages don’t work on the premise of binarisms because there are 
different possibilities always present. We assume that it’s about the words, but 
there’s a cognitive process. We can think of that process as semiotics, around 
how we make sense, and then select the appropriate word for the context we 
are in. It is the same of English speakers, but the details are different. Our 
languages have grown in different places so this should not confound anyone. 
Vocabulary choice is dependent on purpose, function, audience—the rela-
tionships. While the vocabulary (Aboriginal language vocabulary) may not 

be present, the cognitive functions developed through the extended use of a 
matrices communicative system is still there. When I’m in classrooms, I see 
Aboriginal children really struggling and it is often because this sense-making 
process is still something that is embedded in their cognitive functioning. It’s 
something that is still happening in the narrative practices within our families 
and communities when we sit and talk, but we’ve now been required to use 
a language that exists in binary. So, our kids are unpacking and repacking, 
beyond translation, to make sense of what they are required to do within the 
classroom. Teachers will often say, “Oh, the Aboriginal kids need a little bit 
of extra think time.” As an educator, for forty years, I’ve been told and have 
heard others being told to give the Aboriginal kids that extra think time, but 
nobody tells us about that think time. What is the think time? Why do we 
have to have that think time? Too often, it is assumed that the extra time 
equates to a challenge in academic ability, but it’s not just the literal trans-
lation. This processing includes cognitive translation and transference. And 
we see people who are speaking Aboriginal languages and who have little 
competence in standard Australian English—my dad—and they get labelled 
as illiterate. And this amazingly complex linguistic process that’s occurring, 
developed, and practiced over thousands of years, is ignored, misunderstood, 
and unseen.

Joseph: Now I want to touch on those vile words—sterra nullius, emp-
ty—and the word you came up with in your scholarly work as a defense of 
terra nullius: terraglossia, meaning a speaking or storied land. Talk us through 
how you landed on this word, which is a Western word, steeped in Latin.

Dank: The concept is not new. It is a seminal understanding and philo-
sophic underpinning in Aboriginal cultures. When it is articulated in our 
own languages, it offers too much of an opportunity for it to be minimalized 
and marginalized to be misrepresented and misunderstood. Despite Aborigi-
nal people speaking of the creation ancestors and their stories, since the ar-
rival of the First Fleet, ideas of this continent being empty persist. The ideas 
of ownership seem to be only understood to be valid from the new Australian 
cultural perspectives. Do you not think it strange that, as a nation, we all 
know about the First Fleet but insist on ignoring Aboriginal claims of longev-
ity of occupation here and insist on stating that Aboriginal people arrived at 
some time on seaworthy vessels? If we accept this observation, does that not 
make us the First Fleet? This practice is typical of how Aboriginal Australians 
are considered by too many new Australians. 

My developing ideas of terraglossia are indeed in response to terra nul-
lius, as well as to the insistence that Aboriginal Australians must remain in 
that “noble savage” space to be considered authentic. No culture anywhere 
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on the earth is the same as it was several hundreds of years ago, but there is 
this thing in Australia that the closer we are to that long-used stereotype of 
a dark-skinned old man standing on one foot with a spear in the desert, the 
more Aboriginal we are. There are many people who do not consider me to 
be a real Aboriginal because of my grasp of standard Australian English. So, it 
is because of those reasons, but also to acknowledge that the English language 
and its accoutrements are now mine and I can sit in the driver’s seat. I have 
the right, granted to me through the horrors and traumas of invasion and 
colonization, to make this new language work for me. I choose to remove 
as many barriers as possible to our new Australians ability to understand the 
deep theoretical knowledges and philosophies that have enabled us to be the 
longest continuous lived civilizations in the world. 

Joseph: Your book is full of pain as well as joy and love, but the pain 
is palpable. You write your Country is imbued with it in its soil and on the 
wind. The frontier violence experienced by your grandmother Lucy, watched 
by her son, your dad, in a horrendous gang rape by a station manager and 
his sons and workmen. We know this was not a one-off but, rather, systemic 
throughout the land. I know it is not your job to come up with solutions, but 
how do we bring Indigenous and non-Indigenous together against this back-
ground and history of criminal brutality, knowing that for most First Nations 
it never stopped, and lives on in them as an intergenerational trauma? 

Dank: The solution is simple but therein lies its complexity. I believe 
most new Australians are good people, good hearts. As a nation, we invari-
ably try to help others in need. I am not naive to the genuine racism that lives 
here, but most new Australians are good. We do have the problem of not 
being terribly good at having difficult conversations. Our past is too recent, 
and I don’t think people can understand just how recent it is for Aboriginal 
people. I don’t imagine that it makes things any easier when we continue 
to have terrible truths uncovered—for example, the frontier violence, stolen 
lands, the stolen generations, and, most recently, stolen wages. We are told 
constantly of the destruction of sacred places and, of course, now, we under-
stand that this destruction has not been a civilized practice. It is, in fact, caus-
ing destruction on a global scale, with significant damage to all populations 
on earth, human and otherwise, through the now-called climate emergency. 
I can’t imagine what it must be like to know that these things were and con-
tinue to be committed in the establishing of this new Australia. 

Geographic isolation means new Australians can imagine that the domi-
nant culture is correct, is the standard that we all aspire to, is the civilizing/
civilized culture. The binarisms make it too easy to accept this is the logical 
thing. The focus is often on the traumas lived through by Aboriginal folk, 

but I worry, too, at the trauma of knowing your country has rejected you and 
relocated you literally to the other side of the world. The depth of that type of 
rejection must also have intergenerational impacts, but it is easier to stay with 
the idea that Aboriginal people are the victims.

The solution is simple—simple, but extremely hard. Have a truthful na-
tional conversation using words that acknowledge the ugliness of what has 
and continues to happen here, including acknowledgement of the trauma of 
being forcefully ejected and rejected by your own country/community to be 
relocated where there is nothing that reflects what you left behind and what 
was familiar and the impact of that. Understand that guilt is not part of a 
meaningful conversation, but responsibility is. We all have the responsibility 
to learn that all cultures have their own ways of sensemaking, of valuing, of 
knowledge production, and of understanding beingness. Understand that to 
participate genuinely and to make real improvements to our national well-be-
ing, there must be some negotiation around Aboriginal lands, our connection 
and access to place and absolutely our right to veto activity that we perceive 
as causing harm and destruction. Understand that it does not matter how 
competent I become at acting and behaving as a new Australian, I will always 
be Gudanji. I have no aspirations to ever be anything else and understand 
that my engagement with non-Aboriginal cultural space does not make me a 
better person—and that is okay!

Joseph: Both your daughters use their art to remember and honor and 
share Country with us. Before we go, I really want you to speak about how 
much danger your family Country is in. I know your daughters and perhaps 
your son one day will want to take their own children back home, and I know 
this home is under intense threat from the recent (2023) decision to frack the 
gas-rich Beetaloo Sub-Basin, around five hundred kilometers south-east of 
Darwin, giving a full-scale onshore gas industry a green light. Fracking has 
been banned in Victoria and Tasmania, yet here in the most pristine parts of 
the country, they’re digging down through the aquifers to the Artesian well, 
and it’s devastating. What can we do to help you and your family and your 
Country? And ourselves, really.

Dank: It is devastating because it is water, and the destruction of these 
aquifers will ultimately impact the water security of our country. The entire 
Australian community and all its forms of life are dependent on water—life 
does not exist without it. Western science does not yet understand the rela-
tionality of that water we’re sitting on, or the processes of filtration, hundreds 
of years in the making, that makes it possible for us to have drinking water 
now. Big business and governments tell a comfortable story, a story less terri-
fying, that it is good and important for the economy. We need jobs to sustain 
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our lifestyle. What of the future of our families? So, there is the convenient 
ignoring of Aboriginal narrative, thousands of years old, that tell of the con-
nection of the water ways, on and below ground. The wider Australian public 
want to see the protests as something that they don’t need to be concerned 
with—it is a long way from home. That it is an Aboriginal problem, and the 
Aboriginal people and their allies will deal with it. And another story suggests 
that to want this to stop is activism, and activism is bad. Acting to protect 
and secure future water supply is not activism—it is being human, and an 
intelligent one at that. 

We don’t have the time to wait. Once it is fracked, we cannot undo that 
damage. When we turn on the tap in Adelaide in a couple of years’ time, or 
in Sydney, or Canberra, or Melbourne, and the water that comes out is not 
drinkable, it’s way too late. The impacts of climate change are already impact-
ing the poorest, most marginalized communities in Australia. These commu-
nities are home to the sickest communities and most silenced communities 
in Australia. People around the Beetaloo have been talking for many years 
now, trying desperately to get help to stop this, but we don’t often have the 
platform, and it is too easy in town to turn on a tap and accept this as a right. 

Contact your local elected representatives, call them, speak to them, 
email them, write a letter to them and tell them you do not want fracking, 
that you do care for the future of this country, that you understand the in-
terlinking relationships of all life on this, the driest continent in the world. 
Make them understand that you understand that you must be concerned for 
water security despite fracking happening so far from your own home. Tell 
them they must be accountable.


