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Ambiguity is a category of everyday life and perhaps an essential category  

 
Henri Lefebrve 

 
 
 
 
 

Culture is an untold night in which the revolutions of earlier times are dormant, invisible, folded into 
practices- but fireflies, and sometimes great nocturnal birds, cutting through it-as thrusts and creations that 

trace the promise of another day to come. 
 

This oceanic night fascinates me but also interrogates me. It is the humanity that everyone lives 
unbeknownst to oneself. The sleep in which we speak unaware of ourselves. 

 
Michel De Certeau 
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I relate to De CerteauÕs analogy of culture, playing as it does upon the inter-subjectivity, 
of the mysterious cognitions, negotiating generational layers of embodied and mental 
states. A figurative expression of the complexities of being enmeshed in the dynamism of 
culture, laminated with questions at the threshold of the human condition, communication 
and cultural memory. It is illustrative of the enthusiasm and penchant of the later Certeau 
for cultural analysis, focused upon everyday practices, towards in his own words a 
Ôpractical science of the singularÕ (De Certeau et al. 256). The reference to the Ôoceanic 
nightÕ of vast, restless, indeterminate thoughts is perhaps Freudian, certainly metaphoric 
and holds an even freer association for me, concerning the conflation of the oceanic and 
culture. My fascination with surf culture and the oceanic as belonging, concerns the 
practice of surfing and implicates dwelling in coastal geographies, this interrogates me 
also and drives my inquiries into the articulation of the anthropology of space with 
ecologies. This also necessitates in this paper questioning belonging in terms of 
Nationalism, Indigenous and Non-Indigenous Australians and the way of life of modern 
Australians.           
 
Talk about belonging invariably involves some degree of vulnerability. Whether, self-
confident assertions or tentative ruminations, each register a longing to make explicit 
connections. In unanticipated ways, belonging is beholden to the complexities of 
attachment and displacement, in the turmoil of living. Is it any wonder belonging has 
become a key idea for thinking through the dilemmas of the human and spatial condition 
of everyday life? For me personally, belonging is an idea fraught both with difficulty and 
possibilities, a useful conceptual tool, a qualitative lens and an existential conundrum 
with poetic and political dimensions.  
 
As a point of departure, there are my own varied and limited experiences. From which 
reflections upon belonging are uneven, sensitive, tinged with irony, layered, at times 
confusing and raw, at some points validating, with some people interesting. Alternatively, 
in reference to not belonging, tortured by self-doubt, the awkwardness of embarrassment, 
the feeling of emptiness, the numbness from demeaning treatment and yet at times the 
liberating relief of separation. Baden Offord (LoE n.p.) has described the affect of these 
contradictory and harrowing rites of passage as the Ôtrauma of belongingÕ. My sense of 
belonging, through varied lived experiences and reflections (ageing), has undergone 
something of a transformation, becoming more tenuous but all the more meaningful, less 
assured and instead at ease, vulnerable but resilient, unsure but thoughtful, in a word 
open. This openness predicated upon the notion, not of seeking a definitive belonging, 
but rather, choosing belonging as a practice, a possibility and a risk.      
 
My belonging is part of a Ôsituated knowledgeÕ, incomplete, ÔcontradictoryÕ, ÔembodiedÕ, 
and ÔpartialÕ, in need of networks, communities of practice, affinities and disarticulations 
as much (Haraway). In some instances transparent, expressive and communicative, yet 
also furtive, halting, stuttered. In a self-reflexive and critical way coming to terms with 
and questioning the way society positions me, consequently involves making choices to 
accept or redefine what it means to belong or decisions where to belong and on what 
basis. I want therefore to take up in the first part of the paper, the difficulties and 



 
Refereed Proceedings of UNAUSTRALIA 
The Cultural Studies Association of AustralasiaÕs Annual Conference 
December 6, 7, 8 2006 http://www.unaustralia.com/proceedings.php 
 

3 

possibilities of belonging, in the context of and working with, the ambiguous notion of 
Un/Australia. Secondly, following on by identifying and addressing, what I think are two 
core issues in contemporary Australian culture. Finally moving then to reposition the 
notion of belonging in the context of what I tentatively term Ecologies of Care.  
 
Un-Glunking Australian Nationalism 
 
Could she Un-thunk the Glunk alone?... 
ItÕs very doubtful whether. 
So I turned on MY Un-thinker. 
We Un-thunk the Glunk together 
 
I can lick thirty tigers today! And other stories - Dr Seuss (qtd Doel 117)  
 
 
Un/Australia is an ambiguous term, with salience in the context of a hardening of 
National identity and the tightening of National narratives, becoming too tightly woven to 
be the open and democratic society, so often espoused. Theoretically, I want to 
appropriate the term UnAustralia from UnAustralian, used as a nationalistic term of 
derision and exclusion, operating to differentiate Australians and the Australian values 
(of normative ideologies) from what is supposedly not (ÔOtherÕ). Alternatively, the term 
Un/Australia with a forward and back slash, identifies the shifting and contested meaning 
of thinking otherwise from the assumptions of politically motivated Nationalism.  
 
This foregrounds the function of the prefix of ÔUnÕ signifying the ÔundoingÕ predicated 
upon a wariness of reductive, exclusionary closures, serviced by stringent rhetoric (Game 
1). The forward and backward slashing represents movement, flux and Ôbroken 
thresholdÕ(s), playing out in the multiplicity of crosscut experiences and locations (Serres 
Hermes 47). A slash at the broken threshold of the word, I take this to include not only 
communication events but also sensing and interpreting spatial experiences, with the on-
going contestation of place making and the proliferation of possible meanings.  
 
I want to use three images to question the taken for granted stability of National Identity, 
predicated upon the division between ÔrealÕ Australians, as opposed to bogus 
UnAustralians. The three images admittedly, are only representations of Australia in the 
form of a map, nonetheless telling iconography pitched to the National Imaginary, with 
noteworthy implications. I have chosen these three, in what has become something of a 
genre, which uses the readily identifiable geographic outline to frame ideas intended to 
express Nationalistic sentiments. The thoughts I am going to offer are not exhaustive or 
conclusive, but rather meant as provocations.  
 
The tourism Australia advertisement displays a montage of snapshots, populating the 
outline shape of Australia, some thirty or so figures mainly close-ups, a few mid shots 
(22 male, 9 female, 4 Indigenous, 2 Asian). The headline slogan reads boldly ÔAustralia. 
Made by AustraliansÕ a claim not without irony and considerable ÔAussieÕ pride. This 
inadvertently draws attention to the constructedness of Australia as a historically specific 
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term, as a National construct qua Nation-State, as a cultural construct of a National 
Imaginary and as a National Brand in the global market place. The footnote reads 
ÔTourism Australia applauds the real Australians who shape our Tourism Industry and 
congratulates the winners of the Australian Tourism AwardsÕ. The emphasis upon ÔrealÕ 
Australians makes you wonder about the half-arsed ones who as Roy Slaven would say 
Ôare not putting inÕ, either to the tourism industry or the country in general. Facetiously I 
wonder are they the Unemployed, Students, Single Parents, Disability Pensioners, 
Criminals or Non-English speaking Migrants, who are lacking in their contribution as 
citizens.   
 
The Australian Anti-terrorism Campaign ÔLetÕs Look Out For AustraliaÕ poster sub-
themed ÔBe Alert, Not AlarmedÕ offers a contrasting image using a similar technique. 
HELP PROTECT AUSTRALIA FROM TERRORISM, with the montage of images in 
the shape of a map of Australia, surrounding the message ÔEvery piece of information 
helps.Õ The final directive, ÔIf you see anything suspicious call the 24-hour National 
Security HotlineÕ 1800 123 400. On the first day Australians were so Ôalert, but not 
alarmedÕ that Ôthe hotline received 500 callsÕ reporting numerous sightings of 
ÔsuspiciousÕ incidents (Wakim). The National Security website, lists ideas of things that 
have a hint of suspicion, such as the purchases of large quantities of explosives, unusual 
photography of key sites, abandoned vehicles or bags in public places and so on. The 
$15million campaign seemed to promote an impression of Australia held together by its 
insecurity, treading the thin line between suspicion and paranoia, White Australia 
comforted somewhat, once again, by a justification for xenophobia.  
 
The Indigenous map of Australia depicting the quilting together of Aboriginal Nations 
and regions across the familiar landmass, offers the third image I want to consider here. 
Stephen Muecke (132) points out that the Ônumber of Indigenous place-names still 
exceeds those of the colonisersÕ and the extent to which the entire landmass has been 
lived and named, surpasses the detail of the urban street directory. Consequently, Muecke 
surmises that despite the imposition of successively stratified patterns and networks of 
development particularly concentrated in and between metropolises, contemporary Non-
Indigenous Australians, have been and continue to be more extensively informed, by 
Indigenous Australian discourse than they recognise. In this respect, the complexity and 
the richness with which Indigenous Australians understand, appreciate, speak of and 
interact with, the diversity of the varied ecologies of country, awaits dialogue and 
reconciliation. As Pat Dodson recently pointed out at a Reconciliation Luncheon in 
Melbourne addressing the Prime Minister John Howard in his speech, you said ÔÉw e 
will meet the Indigenous people of this country more than half way if necessaryÉI  trust 
the goodwill in your words. Today is an opportunity for you, Prime Minister, to flesh out 
those words from last year. To tell us what more than half way looks like.Õ This 
introduces the second part of the paper, addressing what I suggest are the two core issues 
of Contemporary Australian culture. 
 
Face to face with unresolved issues 
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The day they decided that Sneetches are Sneetches 
And no kind of Sneetch is best on the beaches 
That day, all the Sneetches forgot about stars 
And whether or not they had one, or not, upon thars 
 
The Sneetches - Dr. Suess   
 
I was watching a documentary produced by SBS called Gulpilil: one red blood about the 
life of David Gulpilil, teaching a course about working effectively with Cultural 
Diversity for TAFE. At some stage, he turns to the camera and addresses ÔYou 
EuropeansÉÕ I cannot even remember the point he was making, but the impact of the 
terms of engagement, I felt palpably. Being born and growing up in Australia, I have had 
no difficulty of thinking of myself as Australian. As the product of only two generations 
of Australians (from Federation) for example my Grandmother on my motherÕs side was 
born in 1904, and as a product of five generations dating back to the First Fleet, however, 
my European-ness unsettles any sense of belonging based as it is, upon dispossession. I 
was born in Marrickville, growing up, and living in Bardwell Park (so Ônamed after the 
convict ship the BardwellÕ) in southwestern Sydney (Madden and Muir). 
 
Growing up in Sydney, Australia, as an Anglo/European, by definition ruptures any claim 
for immaculate belonging. In my formative years, what became, for me, ÔtheÕ critical 
socio-cultural division was the imagined and material division between living on the 
coast or not. From the tiny suburb of Bardwell Park in southwestern Sydney, my border 
crossings were by train and the destination was Cronulla. Unlike, the Lebanese-
Australians of the events of last summer, my unmarked whiteness, grommet status, 
preparedness and ease to branch out alone, offered a rite of passage from the stigma of 
ÔWestieÕ to an eventual insinuation of the local scene as ÔSurfieÕ, instantiating an 
immersion in surf culture. Being introduced early on to stories of the south and north 
coast, filtered through social networks, supported and fuelled by a burgeoning surf media. 
These stories accompanied by my own familial holiday experiences of coastal locales and 
duly supported by adolescent adventures, were to become the substance of surf cultural 
capital and the lived cartography of the coast. The eventuality of living in Cronulla, only 
seemed to help clarify the need and desire to live elsewhere, read get out of Sydney (the 
oneiric and originary place, to escape from, for displaced British subjects).  
    
 
 I moved to Coffs Harbour from Sydney in 1982, shortly after married and started a 
family (of three daughters). Living in rented premises around Coffs Harbour for some 
years, we eventually moved to Sandy Beach (20km north) bought land and built a house 
(eighteen years ago) where I currently live. My academic interest in space and place 
resulted from an engagement with surf culture and community activism, in opposition to 
a proposed Sewage Outfall at Look-at-Me-Know Headland at Emerald Beach, near to 
where I live. At this point, I want to acknowledge the traditional owners Gumbaingirr 
Nation from whose country, I am speaking from, wherever I go along the coastal fringe I 
am aware of the presence of their practice embedded in the landscape. It was in 
Gumbaingirr country I first made indigenous friends and received a welcome to country, 
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from here I began to question the privileges of whiteness, and contemplate the resultant 
responsibilities. 
 
 It is widely recognised that at the time of European invasion and subsequent occupation, 
colonisation, the continent had already become (based on more than Ôtwo thousand 
human generationsÕ) a complex cultural artefact, embedded with the innovative practices 
of communication, mobility, exchange, custom and spirituality (Jones qtd Bird Rose 
Rupture 192). This involved a country flourishing from intergenerational and intertribal 
interaction, within diverse and widespread kinship and biotic communities. Therefore, the 
stratified and entangled networks of embedded relations namely social, cultural and trans-
species networks had long been in a transformative process with country.  
 
Contact with Europeans augmented ruptures (accidentally and violently) to this process, 
predicated upon the avowed intent of the colonisers to supplant what they saw as the 
empty land (terra nullius). By wrongly assuming superiority, based ironically on so-
called civilisation and conveniently misrecognising, the inhabitantsÕ connectedness to 
country as untamed nature, the colonisers sought and exacted dominion. The resultant 
occupation began to destroy delicate networks through ignorance, wilful acts and refusal 
to acknowledge either of the former. These unresolved issues conveniently elided in 
populist politics, at the core relate to the humane reparations necessary for Aboriginal-
Australians and Non-Aboriginal-Australians relations to be ethically reconciled. 
However, ultimately reflect the rift between people and the ecology of the land and sea, 
underpinned by exploitation as a modus operand dum, which foregrounds the challenge 
of alternative practices.  
 
These two core issues relate to the unresolved and accumulative effects of initial contact 
and subsequent relations (both people and the ecology). This I argue is the root cause and 
evidence of racism, cultural imperialism and environmental vandalism, the overt and 
subtle influence of which, debilitates attempts to come face to face with the challenges of 
late capitalism in a global context. Such a critique runs along ethical and practical lines, 
there is a need for a sobering analysis, of the ramifications of a Ôgrow or dieÕ extractive 
economy, producing the ecocide of deforestation, water salinity, soil degradation, a 
contaminated watertable and toxic waste (White 59). In the broader context of resource 
exports to the developing Indian and Chinese economies, the War on Terror (alliance 
with Great Britain and the United States), Peak Oil and Global Warming.  
 
The response to these complex and pressing dilemmas necessitates addressing the two 
core issues already identified, reconciliation with Aboriginal Australians and 
rapprochement with the land and sea. This must take place at all levels of society and 
culture, from grassroots citizenry to private enterprise and to every tier of government, 
the key to this however, is at the bioregional level. In an everyday sense, this revolves 
around things such as water use, transport, food, public space, land ownership, housing, 
power generation and education and so on. My thinking on this coheres in the notion of 
Ecologies of Care, personal, social, culture and biological relations and processes, as 
Ôaesthetics of existenceÕ, attuned to space and place (topophilia), as the necessary 
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condition for species (human and non-human) survival (Foucault title; Bachelard ). For 
Ecologies of Care, to have any traction with existing conditions and social realities, they 
must somehow recalibrate Economies of Scale with innovative practices, which care for 
people, space and place, Ôthe global habitatÕ (Serres Contract 8).  
 
Ecologies of Care 
 
And all that the Lorax left here in the mess 
was a small pile of rocks, with one wordÉ  
ÒUNLESSÓÉ  
ÒBut now,Ó says the Once-ler, 
ÒNow that youÕre here, 
The word of the Lorax seems perfectly clear. 
UNLESS someone like you  
Cares a whole awful lot, 
Nothing is going to get better. 
ItÕs not. 
 
The Lorax - Dr.Seuss  
 

In a recent Four Corners, interview Prime Minister HowardÕs response to Global 
Warming, runs along the lines of not being convinced at the veracity of claims and more 
concerned with the harmful effects upon the economy any action would make (the 
rationale for refusing to be a signatory of the Kyoto Protocol). An instance for example 
where my sense of belonging would be in Un/Australia, another obvious one, among 
many, relates to HowardÕs refusal to ÔSay SorryÕ symbolically and politically stalling the 
Reconciliation process. Not without consequence, this foregrounds the broken threshold 
of National Politics and Culture, beyond which lies trans-national concerns, within which 
bioregionality and coextensively the affective articulation of communities of interest and 
practice.  

 
Ecologies of Care philosophically fall within the ken of such social, cultural and 
scholarly streams as environmentalism, deep ecology, eco-feminism, transpersonal 
ecology, indigenous ecology and eco-cultural studies. Deborah Bird Rose (Indigenous 
181) describes the pursuit of Ôpeople actively engaged in seeking to realise non-
dominating, context-sensitive forms of relationship and responsibilityÕ seemingly 
anathema too economically driven mindedness particularly when, she adds Ôwhile at the 
same time generating critical insight into the forms of oppression that are destroying 
lifeÕs possibilitiesÕ. However, is too na•ve to think that following Thrift (qtd White 72) 
the adaptive characteristics of capitalism hold possibilities, Ô[t]he whole point of 
capitalismÉi s precisely its ability to change its practices constantlyÉÕ As such 
recalibrated to Ecologies of Care aligned with the resilient and regenerative aspects of 
biological systems, could engage with both the scale and intricacy of the current 
challenges. The ethical framework for such a paradigm shift would somehow need to 
inextricably-link human rights, social justice, cultural diversity and ecological viability. 
Admittedly, the brush strokes of such a big picture are too broad and perhaps too hopeful, 
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but not utopian and not without value though, however, I want to continue to consider 
Ecologies of Care from the situated context of bioregionality.  
 
Faced with the question concerning the most pressing environmental issues of our time 
popular environmentalist David Suzuki (10) thoughtfully states, ÔI believe the 
overarching crisis resides in the modern, urban human mind, in the values and beliefs that 
are driving much of our destructiveness.Õ Ecologies of Care seek to address this mentality 
and the perceptual barrier it represents, in practical and context-sensitive ways. At a 
bioregional level, it is about promoting and becoming attuned to the sentient forms of life 
that cohere within regenerative systems, embedded in and related to specific locations in 
seasonal, resident and migratory patterns. In its most elementary form, relates to basic 
understanding about sources of water, food, flora, fauna, and seasonal change, from this 
basis develops to more complex understandings of transport, power generation, public 
amenity, housing, education, employment and so on. This would allow for a more 
sophisticated understanding, of the production of space in the plural and the practice of 
place making, requisite for vibrant and dynamic living arrangements (Lefebrve). Noted 
sociologist Zygmaunt Bauman (23) forcefully puts the case for such an understanding in 
this way ÔQuestioning the ostensibly unquestionable premises of our way of life is 
arguably the most urgent of services we owe our fellow humans and ourselves.Õ In terms 
of belonging, I would argue, that such forms of self-reflexive and critical analysis, opens 
a nuanced and sensitive appreciation of the personal and transpersonal, attachments, and 
connections, belonging necessitates. Ecologies of Care are reliant upon a reciprocity, 
which entails recognition of the care of the environment, in order to respond ethically 
with care for the environment (human and non-humans included) from an affective, 
psychic level to the practice of everyday life.  
 
Belonging comes when it wants to. When the country knows you, and you know the country; when you are 
psychologically ready for the type of relationship that belonging actually demands of you. 
                                                                                                                                     Melissa Lucashenko  
 
Finally, I have tried to re-imagine belonging in the context of Ecologies of Care as a 
possibility of promoting and practicing Bioregionality, intended to support relationship 
and responsibility within and beyond Australian Culture and territory. I concede this is an 
ambitious undertaking, particularly concerning the scope of the latter part of the 
discussion. However, in terms of practical, contextual applications from theorising to 
practice, I have offered some useful arguments and signposted some specific sites. At 
times, I have spoken unaware of myself, hopeful that my humanity would read as, at 
worst overly optimistic and at best compelling.         
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