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Mixed Up with Trees:  
The Gadgur and the Dreaming

Stephen Muecke

After talking to the Goolarabooloo people for a few years now, 
and thinking a bit about what they might mean by ‘living coun-
try’ in the West Kimberley region of Australia, I want to venture 
the idea that they understand life as networked and sustained 
among humans and non-humans. This idea, which is hardly 
surprising among students of ecology today — who are push-
ing back against the ancient Judeo-Christian concept of man’s 
dominion over nature — turns out it may be more than just an 
idea in Indigenous Australian cosmologies. It may well be struc-
tural; built into what we used to call ‘cultural’ practices like cer-
emonies, but now search for a new name for, because they are 
more-than-cultural precisely because they mix up ‘cultural’ and 
‘natural’ things. While each animal, tree and water source strives 
to persist in its own way, engendering its filiations, it is also a nec-
essary mutually sustaining part of the heterogeneous network. 
Humans are not exceptional in this, because, like the others, they 
are ‘reproductive beings.’1 Living country is a whole network re-

1 According to Bruno Latour, humans, along with animals, plants and 
things have a reproductive mode of existence, or ontology. They are all 
essentially embarked on a trajectory of reproduction, making the risky 
leap from one generation to the next, in the case of humans, or growing 
or decaying, an irreversible progression. See Bruno Latour, ‘Learning to 
Make Room,’ in An Inquiry into Modes of Existence: An Anthropology 
of the Moderns, trans. Catherine Porter (Cambridge: Harvard Univer-
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producing itself, and when the human communities organise to 
sing the country, to vitalise it and make it ‘stand up,’ they are 
performing what anthropologists call ‘increase ceremonies’ for 
animals or plants. And why not think of initiations of boys also 
as kinds of ‘increase’?

Let’s imagine an anthropologist approaching this scene, sit-
ting down in the shade of that gadgur tree — ‘whoops, wrong 
place’ — just another annoying gardiya [whitefella]. She is sit-
ting there with a notebook and a voice-recorder and clearing her 
mind of all assumptions: OK, so I’m supposed to determine the 
facts about these people’s land tenure. How do facts get made? 
I’ll ask them. No, they don’t believe in facts. Sorry, I mean they 
are getting on quite well without the concept of ‘fact.’ So I’m the 
subject producing their knowledge as objective, across some kind 
of divide. Who put that divide there? But aren’t they subjects of 
their own knowledge? Shouldn’t they be authors of this report 
I’m writing as well? No, they don’t understand why they need to 
determine the facts of their own land tenure. No wonder! This 
‘tenure’ is asserting itself all the time, and in this very ceremony 
being conducted before my eyes. Did I write ‘They don’t under-
stand’? Shit, erase that disrespectful line.

Facts, the anthropologist finally comes to understand after 
due meditation, are not established because they are sitting out 
there waiting to be picked up like pebbles on the beach; they 
are there because her discipline has a theory and a method for 
bringing them into existence, greeting them as they come, then 
sustaining them through reinforcement. And this world of facts 
that is built up is conceptually aligned with what her tradition is 
in the habit of calling the material world. It’s ‘out there’, some-
how independent of the experience of it.2 This is why, says Bruno 

sity Press, 2013), 97–122.
2 In Australia, Native Title Law often seeks to establish land tenure 

through descent, so Anthropologists have an apparatus called a genealo-
gy, constructed with large fold-out sheets of paper, and/or with custom-
made software (e.g., GEDCOM). They build it up by interviewing family 
members, and consulting State and parish records, until they construct 
the genealogy that exceeds the knowledge of any individual within it. 
After many expensive hours of hard work the genealogical facts are pro-
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Latour, ‘anthropology has never been able to encounter the oth-
ers except precisely as “cultures,”’ as he urges us to ‘get back to 
the thread of experience, to become capable of learning from 
those who have worked out their relations with existents quite 
differently.’3 And yes, those others, before they became ‘cultures,’ 
were ‘natives’ classified with the ‘objective material world’ that 
was invented in the European tradition, along with and parallel 
with the invention of Nature4 over which man might have do-
minion. ‘Material’ is the half of the European world into which 
beings like trees are classified, along with stones, planets, atoms, 
etc.; the other half is the subjective world in which humans in-
habit along with their diverse cultures.

But the Goolarabooloo don’t have such a division, they sus-
tain a cosmos composed of a network of connections among 
humans, plants, animals, and features in the country. The most 
fundamental and cherished aspects of this ‘culture,’ the ones as-
sociated with the deep-time ancestors, are in the Bugarrigarra, 
the dreaming law. It is up to humans to play their part of enliv-
ening the Bugarrigarra through ceremonies that transform boys 
into men. In these ceremonies the gadgur tree plays a key role; 

duced through long and complicated networking, but the anthropolo-
gist likes to think they were always there. But it is an imported appara-
tus, initially totally foreign to the families it is applied to; the ‘concept’ 
of it is not vernacular. What people experience with kinship is not a 
tree-like structure. They experience all sorts of kinship relationships on 
an everyday basis that could sustain another much more ethnographic 
report. So while the genealogical facts might seem solid (‘Yes, X is my 
mother’s mother’), or in doubt (‘I’m not sure if Y was my grandfather, 
really, or if he was just living with granny’), no-one ever lives with the 
genealogical abstraction that is the descent diagram. Whether individu-
als are passionately attached to a piece of country, or indifferent to it, is 
immaterial to the extent that the proof (for Native Title purposes) is 
seen as lying in the genealogy, not in the person’s experience. The experi-
ence of country is indeed something that can be followed up, but with 
whose tools? What other kinds of observational methods will determine 
that kind of factuality?

3 Latour, An Inquiry into Modes of Existence, 99.
4 Philippe Descola, Beyond Nature and Culture, trans. Janet Lloyd (Chi-

cago: University of Chicago Press, 2013), chap. 3.
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there is no law ground without a gadgur tree standing near, and 
its wood is cut for a part of the ceremony. In 1981, an anthropolo-
gist resident in Broome spoke to a Goolarabooloo elder, Paddy 
Roe, about the initiation ceremony, and he elicited some remark-
able information about the tree:

[Ancestor XXXXX] came from the north in his travels with 
kalatu (boys who had undergone circumcision [angkui]). The 
initiates were thirsty, so using a leaf he pierced his heart from 
the left side of his chest. 
Ngabura = heart blood and that side of the body.
Katkur = name of leaf used.5

The gadgur tree thus asserts its belonging in this Goolarabooloo 
cosmos. I would say that it is not its ontology, or mode of exis-
tence, that is important, but its mode of belonging that surges 
forth with these special attachments that its wood and its leaves 
have to the making of men. Thus is the vitality of the tree for-
ever connected to human life, and the tree must be protected, 
not because it is a ‘form of life’ like any other, not because it is 
sacred, but simply because it has a necessary role to play. About 
the same time he was talking to Kim Akerman, Paddy got wind 
of the plan to chop down a particular gadgur on Robinson St in 
Broome. He intervened, and to this day, the street is bizarrely di-
verted around the tree. At the end of that intervention, the white 
locals probably concluded it must be sacred or something. 

The locals thought initially it was just a tree in the way of 
progress, an everyday dispensable bit of matter. But having been 
saved, it would be wrong to see this one tree, or this species, as 
sacred, existing in a state of exception, while all the others remain 
able to be chopped down. It belongs there, and other forms of 
plant life belong elsewhere in different ways. It belongs to that 
place because it is not an instance of a general material substance. 
The gadgur has its own participatory force, and I wonder if Pad-

5 Kim Akerman, ‘Horde areas and mythological sites between James Price 
Point and Coconut Wells on the west coast of Dampierland, WA.’ Re-
typed from photocopy of the original handwritten record of 1981 on 
December 23, 2010. Possibly restricted knowledge is redacted here.
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dy Roe managed to convey that idea to the inheritors of Chris-
tian philosophies without using the word ‘sacred,’ or if he had 
to use that concept as a kind of short-hand translation. Michael 
Marder has shown that for the Jewish philosopher Maimonides, 
the Judeo-Christian metaphysical hierarchy ‘prioritizes God’s 
sovereign will over human intention (kavanah) — and human 
intention over the rest of the world,’ such that plants in many 
cases are not really ‘alive’: ‘Life-stunting values,’ according to 
Nietz sche.6

In other cases, the Goolarabooloo designate special trees as 
mamara. Our Western botanical apparatuses that make trees be-
long to kosmoi of different sorts, tend to by-pass any connection 
of this kind. But today, the literature on Indigenous nature-cul-
tures, like Matthew Hall, in Plants as Persons, is grappling with 
other modes of belonging, for instance Bill Neidjie on the com-
municative possibilities of trees:

Feeling make you,
Out there in open space.
He coming through your body.
Look while he blow and feel with your body....
because tree just about your brother or father....
and tree is watching you.7

Likewise, in the Broome area, people evoke the concept of liyan, 
a feeling for country, as a general concept for multispecies (cos-
mic) interaction linked to vitality and growth, which feeds into 
the multiple modes of belonging that need to be in place for cer-
emony to be successful. This concept of mutual sustainability 
linked to increase and transformation is a long way from how the 
gadgur is classified botanically, where its ‘being’ is positioned and 
identified in the process of translating it into Eucalyptus polycar-
pa. Were one to continue that Linnaean-type reality-building, 
another strand, its role in ceremony, might slip by unnoticed.

6 Michael Marder, Plant-Thinking: A Philosophy of Vegetal Life (New 
York: Columbia University Press, 2013), 100.

7 Matthew Hall, Plants as Persons: A Philosophical Botany (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2011), 79.
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For me, Bruno Latour is the philosophically-minded anthro-
pologist who can imagine the agency of trees, while demonstrat-
ing the provincialism of the materialist reduction that made 
them exploitable:

Its strength and its opinions extend only as far as it does it-
self. It fills its world with gods of bark and demons of sap. 
If it is lacking anything, then it is most unlikely to be you. 
You who cut down woods are not the god of trees. The tree 
shows what it can do, and as it does so, it discovers what all 
the forces it welcomed can do. You laugh because I attribute 
too much cunning to it? Because you can fell it in five minutes 
with a chain saw? But don’t laugh too soon. It is older than 
you. Your fathers made it speak long before you silenced it. 
Soon you may have no more fuel for your saw. Then the tree 
with its carboniferous allies may be able to sap your strength. 
So far it has neither lost nor won, for each defines the game 
and time span in which its gain or loss is to be measured. We 
cannot deny that it is a force because we are mixed up with 
trees however far back we look. We have allied ourselves with 
them in endless ways. We cannot disentangle our bodies, our 
houses, our memories, our tools, and our myths from their 
knots, their bark, and their growth rings. You hesitate because 
I allow this tree to speak? But our language is leafy and we all 
move from the opera to the grave on planks and in boxes. If 
you don’t want to take account of this, you should not have 
gotten involved with trees in the first place. You claim that you 
define the alliance? But this illusion is common to all those 
who dominate and who colonize. It is shared by idealists of 
every color and shape. You wave your contract about you and 
claim that the tree is joined to you in a ‘pure relationship of 
exploitation,’ that it is ‘mere stock.’ Pure object, pure slave, 
pure creature, the tree, you say, did not enter into a contract. 
But if you are mixed up with trees, how do you know they are 
not using you to achieve their dark designs?8

8 Bruno Latour, The Pasteurization of France, trans. Alan Sheridan and 
John Law (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988), 194–95.
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That gadgur tree is still there, in Broome, standing on its own 
specially constructed traffic island. And because Paddy Roe’s de-
scendants remember the story of how (and why) he saved it, they 
are likely to do so again should the occasion arise, as if it were 
using its human friends to continue its reproductive existence. 
Those of us imbued with Western philosophies might hesitate 
before saying that that tree is an active agent in that way. But 
if you were brought up in Goolarabooloo nature-cultures you 
might easily accept that there is a structure in place, reinforced by 
ceremony, in which trees and humans are not only mixed up with 
each other, but are destined and designed to care for each other.
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