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ABSTRACT OF THESIS

This study commences with a discussion on the nature of 'place' 

making reference to the limited scientific literature on the subject 

(Chapter 1). An initial model of place is established, being the 

association of a piece of environment with human behaviour, concepts 

and artifacts, as well as involving such properties as boundary 

definitions, rules controlling access and time of use, systems of 

naming and classification, and psychological complexes of memories 

and emotional attachments. This model is used throughout the 

-thesis to identify and analyse the place constructs of the Lardil 

people, a tribe of Australian Aborigines inhabiting Mornington 

Island and some other islands of the North Wellesley group in the 

southern Gulf of Carpentaria.

After examining the methods of data collection used in the research 

(Chapter 2), the physical environment of Mornington Island is 

briefly described - climate, geomorphology, soils and plants 

(Chapter 3). A land systems model is constructed to which is 

• correlated patterns of the people-environment relations of the 

■traditional hunter-gatherer life (at c.1910). Ethnic models of 

environmental knowledge that have been elicited from Aboriginal 

informants include geography, social organisation and land tenure, 

seasonal movement and resource exploitation, construction of shelters, 

and use of places such as camps, graves, sacred sites, resource 

places, dancing and initiation grounds (Chapter 4).

j *■
The Lardil cosmology and cosmogony is outlined in Chapter 5. Here,

. certain properties of place are shown to form part of a set of 

mental constructs that were the basis of a sacred philosophy 

concerning Aboriginal man and his relation to the world. The Lardil 

call this philosophy 'the law'. Amongst other things, the law 

provides an explanation of the origin of Aboriginal man and his 

landscape. It also explains how the natural environment is 

inhabited by invisible animate beings whose actions are causally 

interrelated with those of humans. It demonstrates the necessity 

for the Lardil people to observe certain behavioural rules whilst 

using their environment in order to maintain an overall harmony 

between themselves and its invisible inhabitants.

(11)



The next Chapter contains an historical dissertation on the culture 

contact between the Aborigines and people of Asian and European 

origin. It traces the contact period from prior to the arrival 

of the first missionaries (1914) up until 1975 (Chapter 6). A model 

of cultural change is constructed to assist in understanding the 

changing uses of place during this period. This model is then 

used in Chapter 7 to explain the origin of the places that were used 

by the -Mornington Island people in 1975. This chapter deals 

largely with the mission settlement in which the majority of people 

today live as a concentrated population with access to Western 

housing and community services. The continuity of traditional 

man-environment systems over 60 years is examined, as well as the 

introduction of new systems by the missionaries, e.g. new social 

institutions, physical structures, economic resources, behaviour 

controls, local travel patterns. An account of contemporary travel 

to settlements, towns and cities on the mainland brings the 

ethnography to a close.

The conclusion (Chapter 8) deals with the elaboration of the 

initial model of place based on the ethnographic evidence of the 

previous chapters. The model is examined with the focus on cross- 

cultural differences. Aboriginality at place is distinguished 

from acculturated Western attributes. The role of place in the 

maintenance of cultural identity is discussed and finally, Lardil 

places are shown to be capable of being described using a 

structuralist type analysis.

N.B.The spelling of the tribal name Lardil is that corimonly used in the 
anthropological literature. Its pronunciation, according to 
contemporary members of this group, is letil (to use the practical 
orthography devised by Klokeid (1974).)*
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CHAPTER 1 THE NATURE OF PLACE

Introduction

This research is generally concerned with how people relate to 

their environment. They do this in a variety of ways: they perceive

it and remember experiences of it; they think of it and speak of it; 

they remove various parts of it for food, energy and material resources 

they continually erect and alter structures in it; they have whole 

systems of belief, attitudes and values about it; they move and 

behave in it. The relation of people to their environment is 

essentially an active one. They act upon it - they breathe the 

air; they can physically alter it; attach symbolic properties to it; 

and focus their senses upon certain parts of it. Likewise, the 

environment acts upon people. It provides a regular continuum of 

changing sensory stimuli; it restricts and directs human movement and 

activity through its physical barriers and open spaces; it affects 

human comfort and energy. There is then, mutual interaction between 

man and his environment. New juxtapositions and combinations of the 

two occur continually - both in the space of the world and the internal 

space of man's mind (mental space). Man's actions on the environment 

may produce new physical combinations of forms and spaces and symbols 

and artifacts; simultaneously, these experiences may result in his 

forming new, changed or reinforced mental constructs about his 

environment. Such everyday interactions comprise new syntheses of 

man and his environment.

This concept of man-environment^ interaction is only recent - it 

is preceded by a long history of scholarly debate upon whether man 

controls his surroundings or vice versa. The history of this 

dilemma has been outlined by Hillier and Leaman (1973 ), and they 

provide a detailed argument for its transcendence based on the idea of 

mutual interaction described above. **

Regular patterns of man-environment interaction across large 

groups of people can be observed in all cultures and in all sizes of 

groups. A distinctive and regular character of environment, a

The words 'man-environment' do not connote the exclusion of women 
and children from this study, but rather, follow the contemporary 
use of this term in the literature, one that includes all humans. 
A more accurate term would be 'people-environment'.



2.

constancy of architectural or building style and scale in space, 

are all seen to exist within the buildings of each specific cultural 

group.

Further, people use many parts of the environment in the same 

ways, e.g. they walk in the same directions along streets; they sit 

orderly together at the theatre; they synchronise much of their 

behaviour in time - sleep at night, eat on rising, etc. They also 

share much common knowledge about their environment which they apply 

in a meaningful way when they communicate. Thus a person in a 

particular culture can usually tell another person from that same 

culture where an event occurred, or how to travel to a certain place. 

THey know where various components of their environments are - 

libraries, parks, roadways, corner shops, railway stations, etc.

This indicates that members of cultural groups have a shared 

intelligibility that they use to interact with their environment.

It is essentially a social intelligibility that people collectively 

use to change and construct their physical surroundings in a physically 

and socially harmonised way. In addition it is used to carry out 

social and private operations within those surroundings in a 

meaningful, ordered, and socially-agreed-upon way. The subject of 

this thesis deals with a part of this shared intelligibility that 

pertains to the social use of place.

The social origins of place

Part of man's quest to organise his universe in a meaningful way 

seems to involve making parts of it into 'places'. What can be said 

of this phenomenon of 'places'? The shorter Oxford Dictionary 

tells us that a place is "a particular part of space of definite 

situation". A place is simply not any part of space. Parts of the 

environment are differentiated by a number of people as having some 

special properties that at times make them more worthy of attention 

than their surroundings. Places often have names and boundaries.

People may be observed to behave in characteristic ways at particular 

types of places at particular times, e.g. in parks at lunch time, 

or at railway stations when trains are due. Some places are 

accessible to the public whilst others are controlled or owned by 

an individual or group. There are rules that allow people access to 

places and rules that keep people out of places. What is the nature 

of such specisJ properties and from where do they come? How do
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