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Human Research Ethics Application

Application Management Information
Application ID: PK00099
Created date: 09/03/2022
Originating Application ID: 
*This is the earliest application from which this application (PK00099) was copied.
Parent Application ID: 
*This is the immediate predecessor from which this application (PK00099) was copied.
Version Number: 1.1
Application submitted to: University of New England; University of New England Human 
Research Ethics Committee.

The applicant has requested that this ethics application be considered under the Greater than low risk 
review pathway.

Section 1 – Core Information
Pre-application conditions

The applicant/s have acknowledged that:
1. The HREA has been designed for ethics review of human research, as defined in the 

National Statement.
2. Adequate resources must be available to conduct this research project.
3. All relevant institutional polices pertaining to the conduct of this research project should be 

considered and adhered to.
4. Research activities must not commence until ethics approval (and site authorisation, if 

appropriate) has been provided.

Project Overview

Q1.1 Project Title:
Message sticks: Long-distance communication in Indigenous Australia

Q1.2 Summary of the research project:
Message sticks are marked wooden objects that were once used throughout Indigenous Australia to 
convey important information between communities. The intended outcome of this project is to 
answer a central question: What role did message sticks play in Indigenous long-distance 
communication? Drawing on archival evidence and original fieldwork in the Top End, the project 
aims to be the first empirically grounded study of message sticks as a practice. The project expects 
to define message sticks as a class of material culture, explain their communicative dynamics, 
generate new cross-cultural insights, and strengthen collaborations between research institutions, 
museums and Indigenous cultural organisations.

Q1.3 Which category/ies of research best describes the project?
160103 - Linguistic Anthropology
080601 - Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Information and Knowledge Systems
210204 - Museum Studies

http://www.nhmrc.gov.au/guidelines-publications/e72
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Q1.4 In what environments will the research be conducted?

University(ies)

Museums and art centres

Q1.5 What organisation/entity has overall responsibility for this project?
The University of New England, Armidale

Q1.6 Describe how this research project is currently, or will be, funded.
Australian Research Council DECRA program, $412,606

Q1.7 Anticipated starting date of the research project:
 As soon as ethics and any other relevant approvals have been provided.

Q1.8 Anticipated duration of the research project:
6 Years
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Project Team

Name: Dr Piers Kelly

Q1.9.4 Email Address:
piers.kelly@gmail.com

Q1.9.5 Is this person the contact person for this application?
Yes

 Q1.9.5.1 Email Address: piers.kelly@gmail.com

Q1.9.5.2 Telephone 
Number:

0415401079

Q1.9.5.3 Mailing Address 142 Mossman St,  Armidale, NSW 2350, Australia

Q1.9.6 Is this person a student on this project?
No

Q1.9.7 Institutional affiliation and position:
DECRA fellow, Department of Archaeology, Classics and History
School of Humanities, Arts, and Social Sciences, University of New England

Q1.9.8 Staff ID (optional):
044695447

Q1.9.9 ORCID Identifier (optional): 
0000-0002-6467-2338

Q1.9.10 Position on the research project:
Chief Investigator/Researcher

Q1.9.11 Does this person have authorisation to sign the application on behalf of all members 
of the research team?
Yes

Q1.9.12 Research activities Dr Piers Kelly will be responsible for:
Obtaining conset, data collection and analysis (archival records of collecting institutions), audiovisual 
recording and analysis. 

Q1.9.13 Expertise relevant to the research activity:
Dr Kelly is an experienced linguistic anthropologist who has carried out fieldwork in the southern 
Philippines, northwest Australia and Arnhem Land. He has taught field methods at the University of 
Cologne, including field ethics. Dr Kelly has worked extensively with collecting institutions in 
Australia, Germany and Britain. 
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Disclosure of interests

Q1.10 Do any members of the research team (including persons not listed in this application), 
have any financial or non-financial interests related to this research?  
No

Restrictions

Q1.11 Are there any restrictions or limits on publication of data or dissemination of research 
outcomes of this project?
Yes

Q1.11.1 Detail the restrictions or limits on publication of data arising from the research project 
and explain how these will be balanced with relevant accessibility expectations.
Restrictions exist, in principle, on audiovisual data generated for the fieldwork component on the 
project. This data is owned by the participants. Access decisions are decided by them and access is 
moderated by their representative bodies. None of this data will be published without the explicit 
direction of participants. This is detailed in consent forms.  When required, I will seek permission to 
publish transcriptions and image stills from the project, through the representative bodies managing 
access. 

Evaluations 

Q1.12 Has the scientific or academic merit of the research project been evaluated?
Yes

Q1.12.1 What was the review process and what was the outcome?
The project was independently peer reviewed by two ARC reviewers. The outcome was ‘accept’.

Q 1.12.2 Attach evidence of the outcome of the scientific or academic review process. 
(optional)
arc_senate_order_pratt_motion_july2021.pdf

Q1.13 Has this research project had prior ethics review?
No

Q1.14 Will any further or additional specialised review of this application be sought?
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No

Setting of research

Q1.15 Will this project be conducted at multiple sites?
Yes

Q1.16 Will separate institutional approvals or authorisations be required prior to commencing 
research at each site?
No
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Section 2 – Research Details and Participants
Q1.17 The following research methods will be used in the research project:

Research Method Status
Action research ✘
Biospecimen analysis research ✘
Data linkage research ✘
Ethnographic research ✔
Epidemiological research ✘
Interventional/Clinical Trials research ✘
Observational research ✘
Survey/Interview/Focus Group research ✘
Textual analysis research ✔
None of the above ✘

Q1.18 The research will be conducted with the following:

Participation Status
Human beings (via active participation), 
including their associated biospecimens and/or 
data.

✘

Human biospecimens only ✘
Data associated with human beings only (i.e. as 
the primary object of research)

✔

 Q1.18.1 Does your research involve the prospective collection of data?
No

Q1.19 The research will involve the following participants:

Participants Status
Women who are pregnant and the human fetus ✘
Children and young people ✘
People highly dependent on medical care who 
may be unable to give consent 

✘

People with a cognitive impairment, intellectual 
disability or mental illness

✘

People in dependent or unequal relationships ✘
People who may be involved in illegal activities ✘
People in other countries ✘
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples ✔
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Method Specific Questions

Ethnographic Research

M4.1 How will you distinguish between participants and non-participants in your research, 
and how will you manage that distinction?
Participants are those that have filled out consent forms, and are paid as expert consultants via 
project funding.
Non-participants are: facilitators and managers within representative bodies. 

Textual Analysis Research

M9.1 In what way do you consider your research to be human research?

I will be analysing the following types of texts, produced between ca. 1870 and ca. 1920, in 
order to reconstruct systems of long-distance communication in Indigenous Australia and 
especially to identify communities to which the texts refer. (The texts frequently refer directly or 
indirectly to the activities of specific human beings who are not always named but whose 
identities can sometimes be inferred through the process of analysis.)
Types of texts are:

� Museum registers and catalogues (published or unpublished lists of objects in a museum 
with ancillary information including site of collection, name of collector, price paid, 
dimensions, descriptions of object)

� Correspondence (letters held by collecting institutions that concern acquisition or sale of 
materials)

� Notes, books and journal articles that address the topic of message sticks
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Participant Specific Questions

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples

P8.1 How have you considered and addressed local Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
cultural values in the design and conduct of this research?
Knowledge for the project is derived from the analysis of two kinds of data sources: 
a) archival sources that relate to First Nations people in the period ca. 1870–ca. 1920; 
b)  audiovisually recorded fieldwork to be conducted in collaboration with senior Indigenous 
Knowledge holders in the Top End
Archives
Over 90 percent of the project data takes the form of colonial records referring to Indigenous 
long-distance communication in all regions of Australia.  These records are held in online 
repositories such as The Australian Message Stick Database,  Trove, The Internet Archive, or in 
physical and digital archives managed by collecting institutions such as libraries, museums, and 
state archives.
A special consideration for this data is that it is geographically generic. In those cases where a 
record does have a specific referent, it it is often impossible to identify which  communities or 
individuals are represented until the records themselves are analysed, contextualised and 
cross-referenced. Even then, many records remain too sparse or ambiguous to be able to link 
them to their Traditional Owners. Some  Australian museums have made  efforts to tag the 
provenance of individual entries (relating to objects) in terms of their Traditional Country of 
origin. Even so, the data is often missing or unreliable. For convenience, collecting institutions 
may operate on the working assumption that the site in which the original collector acquired the 
object or generated the record is its Traditional Country. This leads to an overrepresentation of 
materials that are assigned to zones of heavy contact like port towns or missions. The problem 
is even more pronounced in the case of message sticks which are known to be mobile objects 
that can be jointly owned by more than one community and to travel far from their sites of origin. 
They may also be sold or traded through a number of individuals locally or overseas. 
An additional challenge is that many collecting institutions have not yet signed on to the Right of 
Reply principles (set out below), and are free to make discretionary decisions to withhold 
information about their collections.
As a result, the standard practice of consulting  community members before accessing records 
that relate to them is usually not possible. Instead the negotiation must occur at a higher level, 
between the researcher and those archivists who have administrative access to the records, 
whether or not these are securely provenanced and whether or not the archivists themselves 
have obtained the consent of Traditional Owners. The investigation of cultural owneship thus 
becomes a joint goal of external researchers and  collection managers, with the aim of 
identifying the relevant First Nations communities that potentially stand to benefit. 
The Right of Reply
To navigate this special set of circumstances I participated in the workshop of the Indigenous 
Archives Collective in Sydney in 2019. This event resulted in a recently published ‘Right of 
Reply’ statement that sets out the ethical responsibilities of collecting institutions and museums 
(see P8.3 below). The five principles are condensed as follows:
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THE RIGHT TO KNOW – Without an authoritative source to identify where relevant material is 
to be found, further rights, such as the right of reply, cannot be activated.
PARTICIPATION – Activation of the materials held in organisations seeks to assist Indigenous 
peoples achieve outcomes that they define.
CULTURAL SAFETY – All initiatives to activate Indigenous people’s rights in data, information 
and records about them should be undertaken to ensure the cultural safety of participants and 
knowledge.
CONSENT– Every opportunity for engagement with Indigenous peoples should be taken to 
support Indigenous peoples control of their information, knowledges and representations.
INSTITUTIONS AS FACILITATORS, NOT OWNERS – Prioritise institutional support of 
Indigenous rights to manage Indigenous material according to culturally appropriate means.
ADVOCACY – Continual advocacy is required to prioritise the rights of Indigenous peoples in 
the management of cultural material.
This statement, directed by Indigenous archivists, knowledge-holders and 
researchers,  embodies  Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander cultural values for the design and 
conduct of  archives-based research. As a participant in this process, I was able to consult and 
learn directly from Elders, experts and specialist groups to formulate my present research plan. 
As the full published statement explains, the Right to Know is the principle with priority. 
Collecting institutions are morally obliged to make information about their holdings available to 
communities before any other rights can be activated. If metadata cannot be accessed, 
evaluated, scrutinised or contested, then rights such as participation, cultural safety and 
consent, cannot be enacted.
How these principles are to be into action for archival research on the project
Community support for the research project has been obtained through long-term discussions 
with Indigenous representative bodies in the Tiwi Islands (Tiwi Design) and Manigrida 
(Maningrida Arts, Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation). In turn, these organisations will supervise 
the implementation of the project and make recommendations to Land Councils as needed. 
This consultation is specifically for Top End participants and archived materials that are relevant 
to their communities. However, the project also seeks to contextualise this regional work 
through more general research on the history of message stick communication in the rest of the 
continent. This aspect of the project is not confined to any single or specific community that 
could conceivably be identified for the purposes of consultation.  
In order to do this work I will make general access requests to review non-sensitive records and 
metadata held by collecting institutions. I here define ‘record’ as any material that embodies 
knowledge that is relevant to Traditional Owners. While in practice, most  of the records will be 
short, handwritten or printed descriptions of Indigenous objects or activities, in principle a 
‘record’ may encompass anything from a coroner's report to a sketch, to a message stick.
I am bound by the individual access protocols for each collecting institution. These protocols 
are highly variable. Some emphasise copyright and Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual 
Property (ICIP). Others emphasise management of cultural sensitivity. However, access 
protocols for most institutions have not yet caught up with the full scope of the Right of Reply 
statement. As a non-Indigenous researcher, I  therefore rely on this statement to guide my 
decisions and to advocate for reciprocal compliance. To date I have discussed my proposed 
research with the Australian Museum,  the Museum and Art Gallery of the Northern Territory, 
Museums Victoria, the National Museum of Australia, the South Australian Museum,  and the 
Queensland Museum. I have specifically discussed the principles of the Right of Reply with 
Indigenous representatives of Museums Victoria and the Queensland Museum. 
Under the Right of Reply statement, I understand that my primary obligations throughout the 
project are to:
a) identify the location of records that refer to Indigenous people and communities (Right to 
Know)
b) identify, to the best possible extent, the Traditional Country to which the records refer (Right 
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to Know)
c) to inform Indigenous communities, via relevant representative bodies, of the existence of 
culturally owned materials where this is not already known, and to make these materials 
available if requested to do so (Right to Know, Participation)
d) to consult the same communities about their wishes with regards to the records and their 
relationship to the research project (Right to Know, Participation, Cultural Safety, Consent, 
Advocacy)
e) to report the outcomes back to the original collecting institution (Right to Know, Participation, 
Cultural Safety, Consent, Advocacy)
I am also aware that not all references to records or objects in research papers require consent 
to be obtained through representative bodies. Land councils report being stymied by trivial or 
time-consuming requests that take their focus away from serving their Indigenous constituents, 
a phenomenon sometimes referred to as ‘consultation fatigue’. I am therefore guided by 
common sense together with the specific protocols of individual collecting institutions. Many 
museums stipulate which objects or records trigger a special consent process and which do not. 
No consent is needed, for example, to quote an explorer's generic textual description of an 
event involving Indigenous people. However, consent is needed if that same event describes 
details of a restricted ceremony. I will never make any access requests for materials that are 
restricted in any way because these will never fall within the scope of the research question. I 
have previously published an online guide explaining mechanisms for determining whether a 
record or object is likely to be restricted, available here: https://bravenewwords.info/how-to-
identify-a-message-stick/
Field recordings
While most of the project relies on archival sources, some field research will take place in the 
Tiwi Islands and Arnhem Land where message sticks were used in a traditional way within living 
memory.  Here, senior knowledge holders will co-produce documentation on message sticks, 
including: harvesting resources,  manufacturing techniques, meanings and pragmatics, personal 
recollections and inherited oral histories. The resulting materials will be fully owned and 
controlled by the senior knowledge holders with access to them managed by their 
representative bodies. 
In a 2019 pilot project, supported by Tiwi Design, Maningrida Arts, the Bawinanga Aboriginal 
Corporation (BAC),  and the ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language, the 
proposed research was discussed and reviewed in meetings attended by the research 
participants and representative bodies. 
Subsequent interactions between me and the research participants took place in 
Wurrumiyanga, Maningrida and Angabarrbirri. During this time we developed an agreed-upon 
set of research methods. The overarching method is a variety of participant observation that is 
consistent with Indigenous practices of learning-by-doing and learning-by-observation.  A 
complementary method is empowered ethnographic interviewing where participants themselves 
determine the length, scope and direction of questioning, including defining their own questions. 
The work is audiovisually recorded from up to two angles, with separate audio. This is to ensure 
a) the accurate documentation of spatial and linguistic information, b) the creation of meaningful 
audiovisual materials to be enjoyed by participants and their families beyond the narrow scope 
of the research.   
We agreed that ownership of the audiovisual outputs will belong to the participants for all time, 
that backups will be archived in PARADISEC and that the representative bodies will assume 
responsibility for managing access PARADISEC requests from non-participants. Note that 
PARADISEC has been specially designed and structured to facilitate differential access.  We 
agreed that all consultation fees are set by the participants themselves, and that they are paid 
through the representative bodies. The agreed upon fees are consistent with consultation rates 
that the participants rely on for work with other external researchers, but may be renegotiated 
by them at any time. 
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The key individuals involved in this process were:  Michelle Culpitt (Maningrida Arts manager), 
BB Kamerang (Kune consultant, now deceased), Lena Yarinkura (Kune consultant), Stanley 
Rankin (Maningrida High School), Steve Anderson (Tiwi Design manager), Bede Tungutalum 
(Tiwi consultant).  I have also discussed the project with other stakeholders in the region 
including Will Stubbs (art centre manager Yirrkala), Djambawa Marawili AM (Chair of Buku-
Larrnggay Mulka Centre), Salome Harris (linguist, Aboriginal Resource Development Service), 
Andy Lukuman (Wägilak senior knowledge holder). I recognise that consultation is never 
finished but is continuously renegotiated both formally and informally. 

P8.2 Describe the process that will be used to satisfy the requirements for community 
consultation, engagement and governance that apply to your research?
Archives
I will work with collection managers to determine the provenance of relevant materials in their 
care, and where necessary, to alert relevant communities through their representative bodies. 
To do this I will engage directly with Indigenous curators or Indigenous boards that manage the 
materials, and make access requests according to local institutional protocols. Note that these 
protocols are devised by Indigenous cultural workers and are designed to conform to the 
demands of heritage legislation in states and territories. There is no scope to act outside of 
these procedures. 
However, wherever these protocols fall short of the demands of the Right of Reply statement I 
will defer to this statement to redress the gap. For example, I will encourage the collecting 
institutions to release the information when it is not sensitive and when it is in the interests of 
the community to have access to it and to respond to it. Where provenance can be reasonably 
asserted, I will work through the institution to reconnect the materials to  cultural owners. I have 
done this on several occasions already, in previous research roles. Eg, with Muruwari academic 
Dr Lorina Barker at the University of New England, we have identified the cultural owners of an 
unprovenanced object at the Australian Museum, and in partnership with the museum we are 
now reconnecting it with its community of origin. Together with the AIATSIS Return of Cultural 
Heritage team at I AIATSIS I have contributed to the analysis of message stick from the Gulf of 
Carpentaria held at the Liverpool Museum and evaluated the accuracy and authenticity of its 
accompanying records. 
Field recordings
The following Indigenous knowledge-holders have agreed in principle to be paid consultants on 
the project and to have their voices and images recorded:
Bede Tungutalum , Steven Paul, Kent Hill, Bernard Tipiloura and Walter Kerinaiua, Lena 
Yarinkura, Stanley Rankin, Jack Nawilil and Andy Lukuman.
All of these individuals have long experience of working as consultants to linguists and 
anthropologists. If they  agree to work on the project I will ask them to sign the consent form 
drafted in consultation with Michelle Culpitt, BB Kamerang  and Lena Yarinkura in 2019. 
Although all participants are literate I will read the text of the form to them while on camera. In 
addition to the usual parameters of consent, the form outlines my commitment to store the 
material on PARADISEC servers while handing over all rights to the signer, including rights to 
share, modify or delete. 

P8.3 List any relevant ethics guidelines that you have consulted during the development 
of your research project.
Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies. 2013. Researching Right 
Way: Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Health Research Ethics: A Domestic and 
International Review. Canberra: Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
Studies.
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Indigenous Archives Collective. 2021. "Indigenous Archives Collective position statement on the 
Right of Reply to Indigenous knowledges and information held in archives."  Archives and 
Manuscripts 49 (3):244-251.
International Council on Archives Expert Matters Indigenous Group. 2020. Tandanya Adelaide 
Declaration. Adelaide: Indigenous Matters Summit.
National Health and Medical Research Council. 2018. Ethical conduct in research with 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Peoples and communities: Guidelines for researchers and 
stakeholders. Canberra: National Health and Medical Research Council.
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Recruitment Questions

 As the research involves Data associated with human beings only, no recruitment questions 
were asked. Any issues related to access to the data and consent to its use initially in the 
Consent Section and Data and Privacy Section

Consent Questions

Q2.2.5 Has consent been obtained from participants for the use of their data in the 
proposed research?
No

Q2.2.5.2.1 Explain why consent for use (or secondary use) of the data has not been 
obtained?
Consent was obtained from participants for the project's pilot study in 2019. In principle, the 
parameters of this consent have been agreed on for the DECRA project. 
However, now that the project has been funded, this consent will need to be re-established and 
reactivated. I will do this in person and  prior to any recording work taking place. This is 
because circumstances change rapidly in remote communities (Sorry Business, movements of 
people, changing relationships and obligations) and consent should not be locked in too far in 
advance of the work taking place. 

 (Ethnographic Research specific question)
Q2.2.M5.1 Describe how you will determine whether it is appropriate to obtain consent 
from people whom you encounter and intend to write about.
gg

Q2.2.M5.2 Describe how and when you will obtain consent.
kk

Risk Questions

Q 2.3.1 Describe the risks and burdens associated with your research, referencing any 
relevant sections of your Project Description as appropriate.
Cultural risks
Traditionally, message sticks are regarded non-restricted public objects, that can and 

https://nhmrcomnistaruat.f1solutions.com.au/OmniNet/Pages/ProjectDescription
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sometimes must be seen by women, children, non-initiated men and non-Indigenous people. 
Sometimes the term ‘message stick’ is erroneously applied to restricted objects, and these too 
are excluded from research. I have supplied clarification for this problem here: 
https://bravenewwords.info/how-to-identify-a-message-stick/
However, any object or record that is culturally owned may be considered ‘sensitive’ even if it is 
not  restricted. Communities contending with dispossession are dealing with ruptures in 
knowledge transmission that require care, especially when materials have been removed from 
country and housed in collecting institutions. 
Health risks
As set out in the project description, most Senior Knowledge Holders on the project are elderly 
and cannot contribute to audiovisual recording work for extended periods of time due to the 
physical and cognitive demands of the task.  
Other risks
The project carries no reasonable risks of:
• physical harm
• psychological harm
• disclosure of sensitive personal information
• exposure of illegal activity
• economic harm
• discrimination, stigma or other social harm
• devaluation or harassment
• familial distress
• harm to any member of a vulnerable population
• reputational harm

Q 2.3.2 Describe how these risks will be mitigated and managed.
Cultural risks
In identifying the storage locations as well as the provenance of materials I am guided by the 
demands of cultural owners and the protocols of collecting institutions in mitigating distress. 
 
Health risks
Through the pilot project they indicated that the best time to work is early in the morning, before 
it gets too hot. They also prefer not to work for more than two to three hours. This routine limits 
physical demands placed on the consultants. No consultant is under obligation to continue work 
or to work on a predefined day. 

Benefit Questions

Q2.4.1 Describe the benefits associated with your research, referencing any relevant 
sections of your Project Description as appropriate.
See ‘Benefits for Australia and international communities’ in the Project Description 
document. 

Q2.4.2 Explain how benefits of this research justify any risks or burdens associated with 
the research.
N/A. Risks or burdens are negligible. 

https://nhmrcomnistaruat.f1solutions.com.au/OmniNet/Pages/ProjectDescription
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Q2.4.3 How will you manage participants’ expectations of the perceived benefit of 
participating in the research?
Consultants have many years of experience working with researchers (in some cases, decades) 
and are aware of the value as well as the potential disappointments of research outcomes. The 
primary approach to managing expectations is to foreground consultants' ownership of the data 
without suggesting how that data may be valued or re-used. 
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Section 3 – Data and Privacy
Data Characteristics

Q3.1 Indicate the type of information/data you will be collecting for this project.

Not personal information

Q3.2 Indicate the type of information/data you will be using in this project:

Not personal information

Q3.3 Indicate the degree of identifiability of information/data you will be collecting for this 
project.
Individually identifiable information

Q3.4 Indicate the degree of identifiability of information/data you will be using in this 
project.
Individually identifiable information

Q3.5 Describe any ethical considerations relating to the collection and/or use of the 
information/data in this project.
Archives
I will be consulting public records held in national institutions for the period ca. 1870 to ca. 
1920. Any individuals that are identified in these records are long deceased and the traditional 
period of mourning, with associated restrictions, is passed. Where ancestors of project 
participants/consultants are found within the records, these materials are made available to 
them. Since none of this data is suppressed at its source, third party access restrictions  cannot 
apply. Note that any archived data that is actively suppressed by institutions (eg, for cultural 
sensitivity, embargoes etc) will never fall within the parameters of the research questions. 
Fieldwork
Anonymity is not appropriate for this project, and Top End participants have assertively rejected 
it. All consultants have the cultural authority to discuss message sticks and they expect this to 
be acknowledged in publications (including via co-authorship) and audiovisual metadata. 
Access conditions to live recordings are regulated by participants, as outlined elsewhere in this 
report. 

Q3.6 Identify the source/s of the information/data that you will be collecting and/or using 
in this project.
Individual participants and/or relatives or associates of participants
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Publicly held database (Commonwealth) 
Publicly held database (State or local) 

Q3.6.1 Has the data custodian/s, if any, agreed to provide access to the data for use in the 
proposed research?

No data custodian identified 
    

Q3.7 Describe any ethical considerations relating to the source of information/data as 
indicated in the response to the previous question.
Archives
No additional ethical considerations from the previous question.
Fieldwork
Information will be sought from consultants concerning their knowledge, experience and life 
history. This information will be elicited directly from the individuals and not from third parties. 
No information about consultants will be requested from public archives. 

Q3.8 Was the information/data that you are using previously collected for a purpose other 
than research?
No

Activities Planned for/with Data

Q3.9 Do you plan to disclose any personal information/data in this project to a third party?
No

Q3.10 How will you protect the privacy of participants and non-participants in any notes 
and/or publications arising from your research?
Archives
No private or restricted archives will be consulted or quoted for the project. The only individuals 
to be named in publications based on archival research will be those that have existing public 
profiles. 
Fieldwork
Fieldwork consultants have expressed their desire to be named, identified and acknowledged. If 
participants accidentally disclose sensitive or identifying information this will be deleted 
immediately on request.

Q3.11 Are there any restrictions on your ability to assure the confidentiality of 
participants?
No
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Q3.12 Do you plan to share any individual research results obtained during this research 
to the participants?
Yes

Q3.12.1 Describe any ethical considerations relating to the sharing of individual research 
results with the participants.
There are no ethical considerations relating to the sharing of individual research results with the 
participants. 

Q3.13 Describe how you will handle any secondary or incidental findings that arise from 
the analysis of personal information/data.
Secondary or incidental findings that are retrospectively identified as sensitive will be deleted 
on request. There is very limited risk of this occurring. 

Q3.14 Describe how the information/data will be stored, accessed, archived and/or 
destroyed.
Archives
Archival material is already public. Duplications of this public material may be stored on 
university servers. There are no restrictions attached to the duplication of this data. 
Fieldwork
The data will be stored, accessed, archived and/or destroyed within PARADISEC (Pacific and 
Regional Archive for Digital Sources in Endangered Cultures). This repository was designed in 
consultation with Indigenous researchers and includes regulatory systems that allow differential 
community control over access.

Q3.15 Describe any ethical considerations relating to the storage of, access to or 
destruction of information/data in this project.
Fieldwork
Participants may change their mind about the research, or their descendants may wish for it to 
be destroyed or repurposed. All digital materials are owned by participants with access controls 
managed by representative cultural organisations (Maningrida Arts, Tiwi Design).  This allows 
for change over time, including inheritance of the data. 

Q3.16 Will the outcomes of this project be disseminated to the participants?
Yes

Q3.16.1.1 Describe how the outcomes of the project will be disseminated to the 
participants, or refer to the relevant section/s of your Project Description/Protocol which 
deals with this matter.
At the end of the project I have planned return trips to all fieldsites in order to officially deposit 
all recordings for archiving in local cultural centres, and to give catered workshops summarising 
the findings of the project. At these workshops I will review the key questions that originally 
motivated the research and draw attention to how fieldwork has influenced the conclusions. I 
will show an edited film of key fieldwork moments across all sites. Most importantly, I will allow 
consultants and other interested members of the community to comment, object, or propose 
new projects such as exhibitions and art workshops.
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Q3.16.1.2 Describe any ethical considerations relating to any dissemination of outcomes 
to the participants.
None.

Q3.17 Describe any foreseeable future activities for which information/data collected 
and/or used in this project may be made available.
Fieldwork
Data is owned by participants and I do not wish to specify or direct how it may be used. In 
principle it may be used for exhibitions, short films, artworks, social media clips or family 
archives. 

Q3.18 Describe any ethical considerations relating to the planned or possible future use 
of information/data in this project.
No sensitive data is to be collected for the project. 
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Section 4 – Attachments and Declarations
Attachments

The following documents have been attached to this HREA.

Project Description/Protocol

See attachment ProjectDescriptionProtocol_abbreviated_from DECRA.pdf

Other attachments

Attachment File Name Attachment Description

arc_senate_order_pratt_motion_july2021.pdf Evidence of prior scientific review. (Optional)

Investigator Team Declarations

The research team has certified that: 

� All information in this application and supporting documentation is correct and as complete as 
possible; 

� I have read and addressed in this application the requirements of the National Statement and 
any other relevant guidelines;

� I have familiarised myself with, considered and addressed in this application any relevant 
legislation, regulations, research guidelines and organisational policies;

� All relevant financial and non-financial interests of the project team have been disclosed; and 
� In the capacity of a supervisor, as applicable, I have reviewed this application and I will provide 

appropriate supervision to the student(s) in accordance with the arrangements specified in this 
application and those associated with the student’s educational program.

Dr Piers Kelly
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Message sticks: Long-distance communication in Indigenous Australia

Number Name Participant Type Current Organisation(s)
1 Dr Piers Kelly Discovery Early Career Researcher Award Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft

Number Name Participant Type
1 The University of New England Administering Organisation

Message sticks are marked wooden objects that were once used throughout Indigenous Australia to convey
important information between communities. The intended outcome of this project is to answer a central question:
What role did message sticks play in Indigenous long-distance communication? Drawing on archival evidence and
original fieldwork in the Top End, the project aims to be the first empirically grounded study of message sticks as a
practice. The project expects to define message sticks as a class of material culture, explain their communicative
dynamics, generate new cross-cultural insights, and strengthen collaborations between research institutions,
museums and Indigenous cultural organisations.

To define the status of message sticks as a distinct category of Australian material culture, grounded in
Indigenous taxonomies, and supported by a large dataset of archival and field-derived evidence.

To investigate the dynamic interactions between spoken language, graphic signs and context in message stick
communications.
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Objective
 

 

To delineate the distribution of message sticks, plot their synchronic variation, and describe processes of
adaptation and change across the colonial era into the present.
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PROJECT TITLE: Message sticks: Reconstructing a long-distance communication system in Indigenous 
Australia 

PROJECT AIMS AND BACKGROUND 
Writing is a defining invention in the history of humanity, granting us the capacity to store and transmit knowledge 
over time and distance with remarkable precision. Yet a broad diversity of non-linguistic graphic codes have both 
pre-dated and coexisted with writing. Many of these systems remain poorly understood, having been abandoned or 
suppressed before specialists could pass on their knowledge. My project is an investigation of message sticks, a 
communication system once used across Indigenous Australia for facilitating long-distance interactions. These 
marked wooden objects were sent from group to group in the hands of messengers who used them to complement a 
memorised verbal message. Despite being widely discussed and collected in large numbers by 19th-century scholars, 
their role in long-distance communication is unclear. Foundational questions about message sticks— how they are to 
be defined, how they convey meaning, and how their uses varied—have never been seriously addressed. 

Today, traditional knowledge about message sticks is limited to a few individuals in the Top End and is in danger of 
being lost forever. Drawing on my existing relationships with key Indigenous specialists, and the benefit of a 
structured dataset I have curated for four years, my project will significantly advance the state of knowledge about 
message sticks, strengthening the legacy of a unique but endangered Indigenous information system. 

My research will reconstruct the role of message sticks in coordinating the exchange of information, and assess 
how the system evolved and adapted in the colonial era. I will ascertain how meaning was encoded in message 
sticks, how the objects interacted with other communicative modalities and how their visual motifs were embedded in 
wider networks of meaning. I will assess the extent to which message sticks had functional affinities to ‘writing’, 
while questioning the hierarchical schemas that have long subordinated non-Western modes of graphic 
representation.  

By taking an interdisciplinary approach, my study will represent the first comprehensive and empirical account of 
Australian message sticks, establishing the global relevance of this important Indigenous technique to our cross-
cultural understanding of human communication.  

Not only will the study provide well-grounded answers to this long-standing problem in Australian anthropology but 
it will also serve as a unique demonstration of how our human cognitive potential is amplified by means of visual 
symbolic tools. Further, I will bring to light the value of message sticks as a politically meaningful technology with 
ongoing cultural importance to Indigenous people today.  

The study is underpinned by the Australian Message Stick Database (AMSD) [1], a digital repository of 1152 
individual message sticks that are either conserved today in museums or known from historical records. This vital 
resource, that I designed and developed at the Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History in Jena, will 
contextualise targeted field research in the Top End. Since there are no more than five surviving individuals on record 
who have the knowledge and cultural authority to discuss traditional message stick communication, 
there is a critical urgency in carrying out this field research. 

National and international progress on the study of message sticks 
From the late 1870s until the late 1890s, message sticks became a popular object of study and 
speculation among colonial researchers. Local and international anthropologists were intrigued by 
the possibility that their motifs were glottographic, meaning that they encoded linguistic information 
in the same way as writing. Most scholars would eventually arrive at the opinion that message sticks 
were not, in fact, a form of writing but were instead designed to act as ‘passports’ to establish a 
messenger’s right of entry, as mnemonic aids, and as material authentications of a message to an 
addressee. In other words, the objects themselves conveyed no substantial information but served 
largely to reinforce a spoken message. However, this view could not adequately account for the 
credible reports of message sticks that were sent and accurately interpreted without verbal support [2]. 
As anthropologists turned their attention to other topics, little progress was made in investigating this 
puzzle. In fact, in the 20th century there have been only two dedicated studies of message sticks based 
on original research, published in 1918 [3] and 1958 [4]. In recent years, scholars have reevaluated the 
significance of message stick practices, and have engaged with archival records to examine certain 
important artefacts and historical interactions [5, 6, 7] though none have probed the 
question of their meaning-bearing dynamics. My recent research on message sticks 
[1, 2] embodies the latest international progress on the role of message sticks in 
historically documented interactions.  

                   Figure 1.  
Message stick sent during the 
Caledon Bay crisis, 1935. 
AMSD: BLM19350712 
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INVESTIGATOR/CAPABILITY  
Research Opportunity and Performance Evidence (ROPE) including record of high quality research outputs  
The project demands a rare combination of interdisciplinary abilities. It requires strong expertise in graphic codes, 
experience using linguistic and ethnographic field methods, an understanding of Australian Indigenous 
communication and culture, and a demonstrated ability to develop theoretical advances in linguistic anthropology. 
My track-record in all these areas highlights my capacity to undertake the DECRA project. My research examines the 
diverse techniques of information storage that have arisen within smaller-scale societies that are not traditionally 
known to use writing. Members of these societies have nonetheless developed accurate codes for such purposes as 
keeping accounts, marking calendrical time, structuring ritual recitations or supporting the recollection of spoken 
messages. In certain rarer cases, they have even reinvented full writing systems in relative isolation, a phenomenon 
recorded at least nine times in the historical record [8]. Within the overarching disciplinary area of linguistic 
anthropology, I have undertaken intensive fieldwork-based research on graphic codes and rare writing systems of 
island Southeast Asia, leading to several high-profile publications [9, 10, 11]. I have also produced original work on 
the historically recent scripts of West Africa [8, 12, 13], a region that has long been considered critical to the 
comparative study of visual sign systems [14, 15, 16]. With linguistic anthropologist Dr Patrick McConvell, I have 
coedited a volume on Australian Indigenous social category systems [17]. I contributed two chapters to this volume, 
reconstructing social-category networks in Indigenous Victoria [18], and examining the changing theoretical models 
for analysing Australian social organisation [19]. More recently I have produced cutting-edge research on Australian 
message sticks that is both descriptive and theoretical in its scope. My paper in the Journal of Material Culture [2] 
represents the first effort to review message sticks as a systematic communicative practice in more than a century 
(preceding reviews are [20] and  [3]). Its publication coincided with successful pilot research that I carried out in the 
Top End in 2019, revealing that traditional aspects of message stick communication are still recognised in limited 
domains in Western Arnhem Land, a circumstance that is not yet acknowledged in the literature. By working in a 
range of culturally distinct contexts I have been able to develop important comparative insights with a direct bearing 
on the DECRA project. For example, in a highly cited paper in Topics in Cognitive Science [21] I argued for the 
relevance of message sticks for informing cognitive typologies of asynchronous communication. In a forthcoming 
paper, accepted in Current Anthropology [12], I have demonstrated that incremental changes in the iconicity of an 
emergent West African script point to evolutionary processes observed across the world’s writing systems. This 
experience, my theoretical innovations and my resulting publication record, highlights my capacity to successfully 
undertake the proposed project.  
 

Capability of candidate to build collaborations both within Australia and internationally 
My existing long-term collaborations with organisations in Australia and internationally will provide benefits to this 
project in terms of material support, research collaboration and expert mentorship. I was introduced to linguistic 
anthropology and its practical benefits when I was employed as a native title linguist in the Pilbara region of 
northwest Australia, documenting variation and continuity in Nyamal dialects [22]. This work would later contribute 
to the successful determination of the Nyamal claim in 2019. I went on to pursue a PhD on Eskayan, a rare language 
and writing system of the southern Philippines created by an isolated religious community that has achieved 
recognition under the Indigenous People’s Rights Act. My dissertation has been awarded two prizes and will be 
released by Oxford University Press in the series Oxford Studies in the Anthropology of Language in 2021 [11]. 
After a career break to fulfill primary care duties I undertook my first postdoctoral fellowship (2015-2019) at the Max 
Planck Institute for the Science of Human History (MPI-SHH) in Jena, Germany. Here I joined a small multi-
disciplinary team that was investigating the question of how graphic codes emerge and evolve. Under PI Olivier 
Morin, I participated in a number of research projects that applied quantitative, ethnographic and experimental 
methods to determine the trajectories of graphic codes across different timescales, contexts and conditions. This work 
led directly to my decision to compile the Australian Message Stick Database (AMSD) [1], a project informed by my 
existing experience in building and managing cultural databases [23, 24]. The AMSD was built using a linked data 
framework developed at the MPI-SHH and has benefited from the in-kind support of the National Museum of 
Australia, the ANU Centre for Digital Humanities Research, and the Frau Professor Hilprecht Collection of 
Babylonian Antiquities (supplying 3D photography). To gather primary data for the AMSD, I undertook extensive 
on-site research on message sticks in the British Museum, the Grassi Museum Leipzig, the Ethnologisches Museum 
Berlin, the Pitt Rivers Museum, and the Weltkulturen Museum Frankfurt, as well as smaller historical archives. After 
having completed this foundational data-gathering work, I returned to Australia in order to undertake targeted 
research on message sticks in their cultural contexts. Supported by a Transdisciplinary & Innovation Grant from the 
the ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language, I carried out an exploratory pilot project (Oct-Nov 
2019) in two locations where traditional message sticks communications have been most recent: the Tiwi Islands and 
Western Arnhem Land. This work has demonstrated both the urgency as well as the viability of new field research on 
message sticks. With the guidance and methodological input from two Indigenous-managed art centres, my research 
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resulted in high-quality audiovisual recordings of message stick manufacture, interpretation and oral historiography 
by senior Indigenous knowledge-holders. It represents the first original fieldwork involving message sticks in 65 
years [25]. The results have been deposited with the relevant Indigenous cultural organisations and are now being 
processed for archiving with PARADISEC with all access controls determined by the consultants in accordance with 
the principles of Indigenous Data Sovereignty [26]. Important networks and relationships established during these 
two visits will form the basis of future fieldwork on the DECRA project.  
 
My existing collaborations with European organisations are currently supported through a Deutsche 
Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG) Research Fellowship, a grant designed to encourage cooperation between German 
and non-German research networks. To advance my research on messge sticks I elected to pursue the Fellowship at 
the University of New England, Armidale, where I am benefiting from the dynamic network of linguists, material 
cultural specialists and Indigenous scholars in its School of Humanities Arts and Social Sciences. Since 2020 I have 
begun a collaboration with Indigenous historian Dr Lorina Barker to positively identify message sticks of relevance 
to Adnyamathanha, Muruwari, Baakandji, Ngemba, Wangkumara, Kunja and Malyangapa consultants on her 
Discovery Indigenous project ‘Songlines of Country’ (IN190100070). Future collaborations planned with Dr Barker 
are outlined below (see ‘Feasibility’ and ‘Communication of results’ below). These important partnerships will help 
the DECRA by ensuring that it is integrated within existing research activities and that it aligns with local goals.     
 
I have built strong relationships with research national and international institutions, and I maintain official 
affiliations with the Centre for Australian Studies at the University of Cologne, the Max Planck Institute for the 
Science of Human History (Jena), and the ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language (Canberra). 
Further, I have maintained a cooperative working arrangement with the National Museum of Australia, coordinating 
with Denis French and Prof Margo Neale. Most recently I have been invited to participate in an initiative of the 
World Museum Liverpool and the Return of Cultural Heritage group at AIATSIS. The project seeks to identify the 
traditional owners of a highly significant message stick collected on the Norman River in northern Queensland in 
1897. The outcomes will be published by the World Museum in 2021. 

PROJECT QUALITY AND INNOVATION 
Contribution to an important gap in knowledge or significant problem 
The project addresses a central, unanswered question: ‘What role did message sticks play in Indigenous long-
distance communication?’. I will analyse evidence from historical sources and original fieldwork to build a detailed 
picture of the contexts of message stick interactions, patterns of use and manufacture, and the conditions for 
successful communication. My core aim is to reveal precisely how it was that message sticks successfully conveyed 
information in known historical interactions between distant groups. Although I will rely on evidence of message 
stick use from across Australia, my research will concentrate primarily on the Top End, the last region where 
traditional message sticks communications have occurred within living memory. According to 19th-century 
ethnographic reports, message stick routines in the Top End and elsewhere were structured as a triadic interaction 
between a sender, a messenger and a recipient. When the need to communicate arose, a sender would select a 
messenger and begin carving a message stick in his presence while explaining the content of the message and the 
meanings of individual motifs. The inscribed signs took a range of forms including notches and geometric lines, as 
well as iconic representations of people, animals and landscapes. The messenger travelled over land or water, 
displaying the message stick prominently in order to signal his right to enter foreign territory without fear of violence. 
Upon reaching his destination he delivered the message stick to the recipient and reproduced its associated verbal 
message while referring to the motifs. The recipient was sometimes expected to manufacture another message stick to 
send back as a reply.  
 

 
Figure 2. An 1880s message stick sent by Nowwanjung, a Warrgamay woman, to her husband Carralinga, on the 

Herbert River, Queensland [27]  
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By the time settlers became aware of the existence of message stick communications, the practice was already in 
rapid transition over much of the continent. For the most part, scholars in Australia and Europe became invested in 
the narrow question of whether the marks on message sticks represented a form of language-dependent writing. They 
concluded that while certain symbols had conventionalised semantic associations they did not model linguistic 
structure in phonological and morphological terms. On this basis, they assumed that message sticks were wholly 
dependent on oral explication and thus could not be held up as proof of Indigenous ingenuity or achievement. Yet 
throughout the colonial archives there are intriguing examples of message sticks that were successfully interpreted 
without an oral gloss [2, 28, 20, 3]. In certain situations, settlers themselves treated message sticks as authoritative 
‘texts’, for example, in the case of a message stick brought and ‘read’ as evidence in criminal proceedings [28]. 
Indigenous people, too, recognised a functional affinity between message sticks and writing. In the Top End, a 
common Aboriginal English synonym is ‘letter stick’, and in the Ngarinyin language of the Kimberley the term for 
‘message stick’ is paŋarati, a word that later became extended to mean ‘book’ [29]. Nonetheless, very few 
ethnographers looked beyond the individual marks to describe wider communicative processes and systems, nor did 
they consult Indigenous messengers directly about methods of composition and interpretation. Some, however, went 
so far as to acquire or reproduce the objects at the centre of these exchanges, to transcribe the accompanying verbal 
message and to provide informed glosses of their motifs. This documentation, now stored in the AMSD, is essential 
to the reconstruction of the traditional form of the system and its variations. However, as message stick 
communications declined in frequency, Indigenous people began to innovate two modern practices that continue 
unabated to this day: message sticks with no ascribed meanings began to be manufactured for sale in emerging art 
markets, and, by the middle of the 20th century, Indigenous community leaders produced stylised message sticks for 
use in high-profile public negotiations with Australian government leaders.  
 

 
 

Figure 3. A. Origins of traditional message sticks used in documented communications, 1870-1949; 
B. Origins of traditional message sticks, 1950–today. Source: AMSD. 

 
At this time, the more traditional message stick interactions survived only in a few isolated regions (Fig 3, B). The 
very last message stick communications to enter the public record were witnessed in the 1970s in Arnhem Land in the 
vicinity of Maningrida [30, 31, 32, 33]. In this region today, senior Indigenous knowledge holders still recall key 
details about their former use and interpretation, and lament the rupture in knowledge transmission. Younger 
Indigenous people continue to value message sticks as powerful cultural emblems and some are motivated to revive 
the system for defined activities. For example Stanley Rankin, an Indigenous teacher and author in Maningrida has 
made efforts to revitalise the use of message sticks in notifying clans about the onset of djapi ceremonies (‘young 
men’s business’). Given the salience of message sticks in Indigenous cultural life, combined with the paucity of 
recorded knowledge about them, there is a now a critical and urgent need to investigate the practice while key 
specialists are still alive.  
 

Page 11 of 45DE220100795 (Submitted to Research
Office) Dr Piers Kelly PDF Created: 23/11/2020



Novelty/originality and innovation of the proposed research  
With a regional emphasis on the Top End, my study will apply methods from historical ethnography and linguistic 
anthropology to reconstruct the practice of message stick communication, drawing on original fieldwork, artefacts 
conserved in museums worldwide, and surviving commentaries on their former use. Following precedents in 
Australian visual anthropology set by Munn [34], Myers [35] and Morphy [36], I will produce a detailed description 
and explanation of message stick communication as a variable but rule-bound system located in time and place, and 
embedded within local visual traditions and norms of interaction. The study will recognise synchronic variation in the 
practice while tracing the emergence of more recent traditions, for example in marking political alliances between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous institutions [37], in art economies and in cultural revitalisation activities.  
 
The state-of-the-art of research on Australian message sticks is bounded by two constraints on data availability: no 
message sticks have been recovered from the period prior to British colonisation [2] and Indigenous people do not 
employ them today for their traditional purpose of facilitating long-distance communication. Moreover, previous 
investigations of message sticks often failed to adequately describe the contexts of interaction, the identities of the 
individuals in the triadic relationship, or to transcribe the details of the verbal messages in their original languages. 
As a result, very few traditional message sticks that survive in museums are well described and understood.  
 
Taking advantage of recent technological advances in cross-linked database design developed at the Max Planck 
Institute for the Science of Human History, the AMSD triangulates multiple sources of evidence for every known 
message stick mentioned in historical documents or conserved in museums today, amounting to 1152 individual 
objects. Within the overarching disciplinary framework of linguistic anthropology my analysis will explore 
productive relationships between primary historical records, museum objects, linguistic data, and original field-based 
ethnography. Only by combining these qualitatively distinct forms of data will it be possible to reconstruct how 
message sticks acquired and conveyed meaning within local social arrangements and practices.  
 
This innovation will be amplified in my original extension to the chaîne opératoire model [38], most familiar in 
archaeological reconstructions of lithic manufacturing sequences. Inspired by the theoretical advances of Dobres [39], 
I will consider traditional message stick routines in terms of a sequence that is guided as much by material and 
environmental constraints as by cultural expectations, symbolic conventions and belief systems. In so doing, I will 
produce a detailed conceptual description of ‘standard’ triadic interactions, mapping their limitations and 
permutations. By situating these reconstructions in historical time and space, I will also be able to trace how such 
systems varied, and how they have adapted in the colonial period; for example, I will track the gradual shift from a 
triadic to a dyadic routine in the early 20th century, wherein the sender and messenger became embodied in the same 
individual. Archival evidence is to be complemented by field data collected using Green’s multimodal approach [40]: 
participants will be audiovisually recorded from two angles while replicating and interpreting message sticks, or 
recounting narratives about them. In other recording sessions I will elicit participants’ perceptions of significant 
phases of manufacture, semiotic composition, and interpretation. To recover the social dynamics of long-distance 
interactions I will deploy natural three-dimensional objects in order to encourage participants to devise hypothetical 
scenes of interpersonal contact. (This technique is a novel reformulation of an Indigenous methodology developed by 
Tulaba, a 19th-century Kurnai research assistant to AW Howitt who famously used stick-props to elicit kinship 
terminologies and relationships [41].) Recordings of all sessions will be analysed using ELAN, software developed 
by the Language Archive at the MPI for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen that allows multi-tiered annotation. This will 
permit me to isolate and reintegrate different modes including visual units (V-Units, per Green [40]), co-occurring 
speech, and movement. As such, I will be the first researcher of message sticks to make use of multimodal evidence 
in order to understand the nature of the relationship between spoken messages, graphic marks and context. 
 

Clarity of the hypothesis, theories and research questions 
My central research question—’What role did message sticks play in Indigenous long-distance communication?’—is 
subdivided into three clear and interrelated questions: Q1. What are message sticks? Q2. How do message sticks 
convey meaning? Q3. How do message stick practices vary and change?  
 
What are message sticks? One of the key problems arising from inadequate documentation is that we still lack a 
definitive account of what message sticks are as a class of material culture. Despite having prototypical oblong form 
(Fig. 1, 2), the objects vary widely in size and modes of embellishment; the shortest on record is a mere 5cm, while 
the largest is over 2 metres long [2]. Such formal diversity has had consequences for their historical classification by 
scholars and collectors [42]. Sacred tjurungas from central Australia, identifiable by a restricted set of recurrent ritual 
motifs [43] are regularly advertised by auctioneers as ‘message sticks’, leading to functional as well as 
terminological confusion with potentially distressing consequences to Indigenous people. Lexical evidence from 

Page 12 of 45DE220100795 (Submitted to Research
Office) Dr Piers Kelly PDF Created: 23/11/2020



across the continent indicates that, from an Indigenous linguistic perspective, ‘message stick’ is a category that 
contrasts semantically with other objects that are lexified differently. Unlike tjurungas they are non-restricted objects 
that are designed to be displayed publicly in order to signal the messenger’s rights to cross borders and, unlike 
replicative artistic products, they are intended to be carried and explicated. In many languages of Queensland and 
New South Wales, Indigenous terms for message stick colexify with ‘wood’, suggesting that this material resource is 
part of its semantics. I will define the status of message sticks as a distinct category of Australian material culture, 
grounded in Indigenous taxonomies. This will serve as an enduring foundation for all future research into message 
sticks, guiding the preservation efforts of collecting institutions, and promoting robust typological comparisons with 
other communication systems worldwide. 
 
How do message sticks convey meaning? I will seek to understand how message sticks expressed information in real 
interactions. In so doing, I will address a core limitation of the existing literature on message sticks which has so far 
failed to produce a well-supported account of communicative efficacy. Nineteenth-century scholars agreed that 
message sticks had at least three functions: as ‘passports’ to allow a messenger to enter foreign territory, as 
mnemonic devices, and as authentications of a spoken utterance. However, despite recognising that individual motifs 
could sometimes be conventionally associated with agreed-upon meanings they made little progress in their analysis 
of the sign system and its relationship to language. Most anthropologists conjectured that message sticks had 
principles in common with writing, but rejected the stronger position that their marks modelled linguistic structure 
[2]. However, in framing Indigenous sign repertoires as ‘primitive’ or ‘failed’ attempts at Western writing, these 
scholars overlooked the actual interactional pragmatics of a system that was already efficiently adapted to the needs 
and interests of its users. My study will shift the terms of this earlier discussion by decentering writing as the primary 
point of reference for understanding the dynamics message sticks. Instead I will review message sticks on their own 
terms as a total system of communication that successfully exploited the interactions between spoken language, 
graphic signs and context. I will demonstrate the ways in which message sticks operated as effective semiotic tools to 
resolve complex coordination problems over time and distance, expanding the powerful human facility for face-to-
face linguistic communication. 
 
How do message stick practices vary and change? I will delineate the distribution of message sticks, plot their 
synchronic variations, and describe processes of adaptation and change across the colonial era into the present. The 
foundational data-collection work encapsulated in the AMSD has revealed significant historical patterns, bringing to 
light three overlapping practices that I have provisionally termed traditional, replicative and political [2] on the basis 
of functional criteria. Traditional message sticks, involving long-distance communication via a standard triadic 
routine are given the most analytic attention in the project, since the modern practices are derived from them. 
Building on this work I will zero in on the Top End to reconstruct plausible pre-contact patterns of use, while 
identifying the emergence and development of new post-contact innovations shaped by interactions with non-
Indigenous communities and institutions. 
 

Cohesiveness of the project design and implementation plan 
Data collection 
Museums: At the beginning of Y1 I will enhance the already extensive evidence compiled in the AMSD (1152 
entries) with visits to Museums Victoria (Melbourne) and the South Australian Museum (Adelaide) since they house 
message sticks that were collected from Top End localities in relatively recent times (1930-1979). I will photograph 
all message sticks and associated records (whether or not they are from the Top End), so that relationships between 
objects and locations can be better determined and contextualised. This amounts to 283 objects at the South 
Australian Museum and 154 objects at Museums Victoria. With the permission of the museums, images of Top End 
message sticks will then be taken to the fieldsites as prompts for discussion. I have employed this technique 
productively in pilot fieldwork using images of under-described objects provided to me by the South Australian 
Museum and the Kluge-Ruhe collection at the University of Virginia. I will visit the National Film and Sound 
Archive to review footage of traditional message stick manufacture (dated 1948-1975) and make a digital repatriation 
requests on behalf of the local partner organisations in the fieldsites, if appropriate.  

Fieldwork: The fieldwork itself will focus on locations where message sticks are remembered in the recent past (Fig. 
3): the Tiwi Islands, Arnhem Land and Groote Eylandt. For maximum efficiency, fieldwork in the Top End is 
organised into two zones. Field Zone 1 encompasses the Tiwi islands (with a base at Wurrumiyanga) and Western 
Arnhem Land (with a base at Maningrida). Field Zone 2 combines Eastern Arnhem Land (with a base in Yirrkala) 
and Groote Eylandt (with a base in Angurugu). Yirrkala and Angurugu are directly connected via a short Airnorth 
flight. The most convenient time to work is in the November-December ‘build up’ just before the wet season, a 
period when there are almost no tourists and fewer demands on Indigenous consultants in terms of family or 
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ceremonial commitments. I have made arrangements with five Tiwi-based expert consultants: Bede Tungutalum 
(with whom I have worked on oral histories of message sticks), Steven Paul, Kent Hill, Bernard Tipiloura and Walter 
Kerinaiua. In Western Arnhem Land my consultants will be Bob Burruwal, Lena Yarinkura, Stanley Rankin and Jack 
Nawilil with whom I have already established productive working relationships. In Yirrkala I am currently 
coordinating with Djambawa Marawili AM, chair of the Buku-Larrnggay Mulka Centre, with a view to working with 
him and Andrew Galitju Burarrwaŋa. On Groote Eylandt I will continue to coordinate with the Men’s Art 
Development Officer, Selwyn Samson, to identify expert consultants for oral history interviews across the three 
communities of Angurugu, Umbakumba and Milyakbura. Four consultants— Burruwal, Yarinkura, Nawilil, and 
Galitju—are recognised as having direct cultural authority over message stick practices, in terms of manufacture and 
interpretation. The others are willing to contribute personal memories and traditional narratives.  

Data analysis 
My analysis will centre on message stick communications described in archives, or reproduced by Indigenous 
consultants in the field. I will navigate the contextual common ground between all parties in the triadic interaction, 
their communicative expectations and the semiotic repertoires available to them in a given interactional context. In 
tune with the chaîne opératoire framework, the model will represent message stick communication as a process in 
which meanings may change at different stages in the sequence. I will explain the mutual authentications of the 
messenger, the verbal message, the graphic object, and the public witnessing of its delivery. This pragmatic model 
will be informed by linguistic, ethnographic and material-culture methods.  

Ethnographic and material culture methods: Building on my existing experience in oral history methods and 
ethnographic interviews [11], I will interview consultants about historically recent communicative events as well as 
traditional narratives that concern message sticks. In my pilot research I made use of a participant-led method in 
which consultants decided what knowledge would be discussed and how it ought to be represented by me. This led to 
working on-country in the culturally relevant environments for relating message stick stories. Participants in Arnhem 
Land spontaneously manufactured message sticks that are now conserved in the community-run Djómi museum and 
included in the AMSD. Following this precedent, I will invite consultants to demonstrate manufacturing techniques, 
from harvesting of raw materials, to their reduction and marking with specific signs. I will isolate the operational 
sequences involved, identifying the interdependent elements that structure interactions including the contextual 

common ground between all participants, and shared linguistic and graphic repertoires.  

Linguistic methods: My research will rely on two different kinds of linguistic evidence. Lexical evidence takes the 
form of words for ‘message stick’ recorded in 87 Indigenous languages; the data is already stored in the AMSD and 
the Chirila dataset [44]. I will plot these terms areally, and analyse their glosses and colexifications in order 
disambiguate the semantic scope of ‘message stick’, as per Q1. Corpus-based evidence will be derived from 
transcriptions of verbal accompaniments to message sticks from my own field recordings as well as those transcribed 
in archives (these have historically been recorded in English, Aboriginal English, Kriol and other Indigenous 
languages). In each fieldsite, audiovisually recorded sessions will be transcribed and interlinearised with the help of 
paid Indigenous consultants. To analyse field recordings I will use the multi-tiered annotation structure of ELAN (see 
‘Novelty/originality and innovation of the proposed research’) to develop an integrated model that distinguishes 
between modes of communication, the classes of information carried in those modes, and the specific content 
embedded in each channel. For example, a resource requested via message stick may be represented in the oral 
channel only while its desired quantity is tallied on the object. In a funeral announcement, a deceased individual may 
be identified by a mark but not identified in speech in line with cultural proscriptions. ELAN further permits the 
embedding of relevant contextual information that may not be communicated in any channel, for example, known 
social-category relationships between participants. This mutli-level transcription will reveal meaningful alignments as 
well as non-alignments between elements of the utterance, the graphic marks and their arrangements.  
 

Extent to which the research has the potential to enhance international collaboration  
The database component of the project will continue to involve direct collaboration with Hans-Jörg Bibiko and 
Robert Forkel, two data systems specialists at the Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History (Jena, 
Germany). The Institute has agreed to continue hosting the AMSD and to provide technical support until 2029. 
Through the MPI’s Cross-Linguistic Linked Data framework, the AMSD is interoperable with 16 other MPI-hosted 
databases including the Database of Places, Language, Culture, and Environment (D-Place), and Glottolog, a world 
catalogue of languages, families and dialects. With the support of Prof Dany Adone at the University of Cologne I 
will maintain an affiliation with the Centre for Australian Studies at the University of Cologne, where I am a regular 
visitor and teacher of linguistic anthropological field methods. I will continue to develop relevant international 
projects with Jason Lyons and the Return of Cultural Heritage project at AIATSIS and with Nicola Froggatt at the 
World Museum Liverpool (see ‘Investigator/Capability’ above). I will maintain my strong connections with two 
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research organisations in Europe that specialise in graphic codes: the INSCRIBE group in Bologna led by Prof Silvia 
Ferrara and the Scripta group at the Université Paris Sciences et Lettres under Prof François Bougard.  

BENEFIT 
New and advanced knowledge resulting from outcomes of the research 
Published outcomes of the project will represent a significant contribution to Australian ethnographic history and 
anthropology. Since colonial historiography has been dominated by written sources that embody settler perspectives, 
my research will reveal how certain well-described graphic objects offer an opportunity for Australianist historians to 
read against the grain of colonial sources, and to reclaim otherwise marginalised Indigenous voices. In a related vein, 
my reconstructions of communicative pragmatics will help to decentre glottographic writing in global typologies of 
graphic communication (eg, [45]), by revealing commonalities between message sticks and other non-written 
information storage systems such as Andean khipus, Iroquois canes, Hmong bâtonnets, and West African graphic 
systems, among others. In so doing, the work will encourage a better understanding of graphic codes while 
underpinning contemporary research into the cognitive and cultural-evolutionary dimensions of human visual 
communication (eg, [46]). 
 
Benefits for Australia and international communities 
Indigenous communities: The primary economic beneficiaries of the project will be Indigenous consultants in the 
fieldsites who will be remunerated at locally determined consultation rates. Participants are also given immediate 
ownership of the products which are to be deposited with local cultural organisations. Repatriation of museum objects 
is not a pre-defined outcome of the project since this requires specialist expertise, longer term planning and 
community wide consultation. Nonetheless, I will remain in regular communication with the Return of Cultural 
Heritage team at AIATSIS to identify new opportunities for reconnecting communities with heritage objects. I will 
also be bringing photographs and records from the two museums back to their Traditional Owners (see ‘Data 
collection’ above) opening a dialogue for future community-led initiatives. The Bawinanga Aboriginal Corporation in 
Maningrida has identified linguistic transcription training as a specific need that could be addressed by the project, 
given the high and unmet demand for transcription services. Further benefits to communities are outlined under 
‘Strategies for enabling collaboration’ below.  
Museums and Indigenous art centres: The research will have direct benefits on the curation of important collections 
of message sticks in Australia and internationally. The large number of conserved objects will be defined, 
contextualised, descriptively enriched, and distinguished from other classes of Australian material culture. This will 
have flow-on effects in guiding and encouraging new scholarship on message sticks. It will also give new initiatives 
such as the Indigenous Art Code a stronger basis for regulating trade in Indigenous artefacts. Since the research will 
raise the profile of message sticks as Indigenous art objects, the local Indigenous art centres may benefit in terms of 
increased market interest. All material objects manufactured in the course of the project will remain with the art 
centres, who may choose to loan them out for exhibitions, or sell them on behalf of their makers.  
International benefits: The research will enhance Australia’s international cooperation with key research centres in 
Europe. It will increase global awareness and appreciation of Australian Indigenous material and symbolic culture, 
that is often sidelined or excluded from large-scale comparative accounts of human societies and cultural practices. 
As such it will permit further theoretical advances in the crosscultural study of graphic codes, enhancing our 
understanding of literacy and symbolic communication as a capacity that is unique to our species. 

FEASIBILITY 
Cost effectiveness and value for money 
The project is designed to be maximally cost effective (see ‘Budget Justification’). The maintenance and expansion of 
the AMSD is an external cost, borne by the Max Planck Institute for the Science of Human History. In terms of 
fieldwork, little in the way of expensive equipment is required and the Field Zones are grouped on the basis of 
transport routes to avoid duplicate travel. All travel for field, museum and conference research is timed to coincide 
with dissemination activities.  
 

Feasibility of the research 
The project draws on existing historical evidence compiled in the AMSD, two targeted museum visits, and fieldwork 
undertaken at two Field Zones in the Top End. I have already established working relationships with the core field 
research participants in a previous pilot project undertaken in November 2019 in Maningrida and the Tiwi Islands. 
The arts centres in these sites were intensively involved in the pre-fieldwork consultation, contributed to the research 
design and identified all the key consultants. This work resulted in 13 hours of field recordings on the meaning, 
manufacture and context of message sticks, and allowed me to test and refine the methods I will use in the project. 
The fact that consultants are elderly and have significant community obligations places special importance on timing 
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and method. My pilot research revealed that standard field methods, involving long-term participant observation, 
were not likely to be effective without careful modification. Elderly participants preferred to work at daybreak and 
usually for no more than a few hours at a time. Even on this schedule they were largely exhausted after three weeks. 
For this reason, my proposed field periods are short, never exceeding three consecutive weeks at any given time. I 
have budgeted for a longer period in Yirrkala and Groote Eylandt in order to establish direct relationships with the 
consultants in these sites. All sites are connected to one another by Airnorth. Thus, if an unexpected event occurs at a 
site that makes fieldwork impossible for a period of time (such as a death in the community), I will make 
arrangements travel to one of the other sites in the Top End until it is appropriate to return. I have a verbal 
undertaking from all arts centres (Tiwi Design, Maningrida Arts, the Buku-Larrnggay Mulka Centre and the 
Anindilyakwa Arts Centre) to continue to facilitate the research in terms of temporary office-space and logistical 
support. While I have expertise in language description this is not a stated objective of the project since it requires a 
very different set of methods in terms of elicitation and analysis. I nonetheless expect a certain amount of linguistic 
documentation to be a by-product of the fieldwork. For assistance in the accurate transcription and interlinearisation 
of any non-English stretches of speech in the recordings, I will engage Indigenous experts identified for me by the 
local language centres. For the Kune-language recordings I have the generous expert support of Dr Murray Garde 
OAM, and I will further improve my own capacities in 2021 as an enrolled student in the Bininj Kunwok intensive 
online course (comprising Kune) coordinated by Cathy Bow at Charles Darwin University. To minimise risks, no 
PhD is included in the project since the fieldwork component demands a relatively advanced level of experience and 
methodological expertise. In lieu of this, A/Prof David Roberts and A/Prof Nathan Wise at the University of New 
England are currently assisting me in sourcing one Honours and one Masters student to each pursue an archives-
based topic of relevance to the project’s aims, to be co-supervised by me. As well as exploring the AMSD entries, 
these students will build on the existing corpus of 71 digitised paper sources and 1010 pre-vetted Trove records about 
message sticks, while independently investigating other materials relevant to their specific topics. 
 

Supportive environment  
The University of New England is hosting me as a DFG fellow and will support my DECRA project by contributing 
financial, administrative and material resources. UNE is offering support valued $148,816 dollars ($133,816 of salary 
top-ups and $15,000 of project funding). The project requires very little in terms of facilities: all my administrative, 
library and IT needs are well met. For the duration of the project I will continue to be located within the Archaeology 
department of the interdisciplinary School of Humanities Arts and Social Sciences, where I am profiting from the 
direct mentorship of Prof June Ross, an expert on rock art and regional stylistics, and of A/Prof Mark Moore, 
Director of the Stone Tools and Cognition Hub, and CI of the ARC project ‘The origin of cumulative culture in 
human evolution’ (FT200100372). A/Prof Moore is mentoring me on manufacturing techniques and has agreed to co-
host a workshop on message sick manufacture in Y1 together with Dr Lorina Barker. I attend weekly meetings with 
colleagues in Archaeology and I am fully supported in my career goals. Within Linguistics, A/Prof Nick Reid 
continues to advise me on my analysis of lexical data and Indigenous oral narratives, while Prof Jeff Siegel and Dr 
Diana Eades remain close colleagues who are supporting my project and directing me to crucial sources and experts.  
 

Strategies for enabling collaboration with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities  
In all my past and present collaborations I have remained committed to the principles of Indigenous Data Sovereignty 
[26] and I have deposited recordings with consultant communities, assigning all Indigenous Cultural and Intellectual 
Property rights to them. This policy has empowered consultants to use and share materials on their own terms. For 
example, upon the personal request of Lena Yarinkura, a key message stick consultant in Maningrida, I will use field 
recordings of my interviews with her to make a short video about message sticks to be uploaded to ICTV, a popular 
smartphone-enabled platform among residents of Maningrida and outstations. During previous fieldwork I have also 
been approached to make recordings of cultural activities that are not directly related to message sticks. I will 
continue to make such recordings available directly at the request of participants. All my fieldwork is to be 
supervised by Indigenous-operated art centres, who are acting as intermediaries. These centres have identified willing 
consultants on my behalf, discussed concerns with them and negotiated any adjacent needs such as transport and 
food. Just like the triadic structure of traditional message stick communications, the use of intermediaries is a 
culturally appropriate way of interacting with senior Indigenous knowledge holders, limiting the potential for risks, 
conflicts or misunderstandings. I have recently co-authored an article on message sticks in The Conversation with 
Indigenous cultural leader Alwyn Doolan [37] and I will co-author a journal article on modern message sticks with 
Indigenous author and teacher Stanley Rankin who will also join me for a panel discussion on message sticks in 
Melbourne in Y1 at the Institute of Postcolonial Studies. I currently benefit from the local mentorship of Dr Lorina 
Barker, an Indigenous oral historian at the University of New England and CI of the Discovery Indigenous ARC 
project ‘Songlines of Country’ (IN190100070). In Y1 I have agreed to help her facilitate a workshop to explore 
traditional methods of message stick creation and design.  
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COMMUNICATION OF RESULTS  
I will disseminate the project findings through high-impact academic journal articles, presentations, workshops and 
mainstream media outlets, in addition to the outputs produced by the Masters and Honours students. Consistent with 
my solid track record in academic publishing, I aim to submit nine papers for publication over the life of the project 
addressing aspects of each of the research questions identified above. Topics will include message stick typologies 
(Q1), reports on individual museum collections (Q1), lexical analyses (Q1), operational sequences of interactional 
routines (Q2), reconstructions of communicative pragmatics (Q2), motif styles and meanings (Q2), pre-contact 
history (Q3), localised histories of message sticks in the fieldsites (Q3), and modern adaptations (Q3). Identified 
venues for submission are: Australian Aboriginal Studies, The Australian Journal of Anthropology, The Australian 
Journal of Linguistics, The Journal of Anthropological Archeology, Journal of the History of Collections, Oceania, 
Transactions of the Royal Society of South Australia, Written Language & Literacy, and Zeitschrift für Ethnologie. 
The findings will later be synthesised as a monograph at the end of the DECRA project to ensure that the manuscript 
contents have benefited fully from post-project consultation and Indigenous oversight. In order to extend the impact, 
relevance and access to the knowledge generated by the project, I will continue to regularly communicate my 
research via mainstream public media outlets including blogs, The Conversation, and social media platforms, and I 
will draft media releases to accompany the most significant publications. I have planned to attend two conferences 
over the life of the project and I will combine conference travel with other dissemination opportunities, for example 
by giving talks at local research institutions. I aim to conduct one workshop on message stick manufacture in Y1 in 
conjunction with Dr Barker’s ‘Songlines of Country’ project. 
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