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Perspective



What’s the real difference?



Terra nullius

This was no-ones Country



This is what managed country looks like



Not this…



Port Phillip Bay – 1836 John Norlock (HMS 
Rattlesnake)

“The country here is enchantingly beautiful – extensive rich plains all 
round with gently sloping hills in the distance, all thinly wooded and 
having the appearance of an immense park. The grasses, flowers and 
herbs that cover the plains are of every variety that can be imagined, 
and present a lovely picture of what is evidently intended by Nature to 
be one of the richest pastoral communities in the world.” 





Social Darwinism

Apes HumansMainland 
Aboriginal

Tasmanian 
Aboriginal

“Darwin wrote asking for 
Tasmanian skulls when only 
four of the island’s Aborigines 
were left alive, provided his 
request would not ‘upset’ their 
feelings.”



Definitions
Wildland: 
• Land in a natural or uncultivated state (also in plural in same sense). 

Also: a region or tract of such land. (Oxford English Dictionary [OED])

Wilderness: 
• Wild or uncultivated land

Wilderness or wildlands (usually in the plural), are natural 
environments on Earth that have not been significantly modified by 
human activity



A. P. Elkin
- Professor Anthropology 1932-1956 
- Effectively dominated Australian anthropology, advised governments, trained administrators
- President of the Association for the Protection of Native Races from 1933 to 1962
- Vice-president of the Aborigines Protection Board of New South Wales

• “a parasite on nature; that is, he did not assist nature to produce his sustenance either by tilling the soil and 
sowing seed, nor by domesticating and breeding animals.  He was subservient to nature, and could do no 
more than become skilled in observing her ways, and in gathering and catching her gifts of vegetable 
products, marsupials, reptiles, fish, birds and insects” (Elkin 1933).

• “The consequence of this invasion was that the Aborigines were forced to adapt themselves to the 
newcomer.  Whereas previously they had been parasites on nature, from 1788 onwards, if they were to 
survive at all, they had to become parasites on the white man” (Elkin 1951).



• “Aborigines did, to some extent, attempt to manage the environment by the use of 
fire, but they fitted into the natural Australian fire regime, and their use of fire has 
had little, if any, effect on vegetation; we shouldn't use 'control burning’ to manage 
the environment, though we may wish to use it selectively to protect property. But 
wherever it is used, it is not good for the environment” (Horton 2000).

D. Horton
- employed as an archaeologist, biologist publisher at  Australian Institute of Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander Studies (AIATSIS) 1974-1998
- Created the Map of Aboriginal Australia from Tindale’s work
- Published “Pure State of Nature” in 2000



The last of the wild

Watson 1998: Nature



Fire as an evil and the arrogance of scientists

Lindenmayer and Bowd 2022



The myth of scientific objectivity

• “This is the traditional understanding of the nature of science which gives us the idea that scientific knowledge is free from
any kind of human attitude and strictly based on observations, experiments, logical analyses of its concepts and so on 
which give us the bare facts of the real world. According to this view, human attitude is associated with human sciences; 
but as far as natural science is concerned there is no scope for any subjective elements. Scientific knowledge is purely 
objective, and it is an objective description of the real structure of the world” (Mannan 2016).

• “Scientists are men and social beings; therefore, no scientist is beyond his psychology, ideology and sociology which have 
significant impact on his thought. All these factors produce influences over scientific decisions,, how different theories are 
to be compared, when the research as decisions about when a phenomenon is recognized as a problem, what the methods 
are for solving the problem, what the methods are for justification, how different theories are to be compared, when the 
research comes to end, etc” (Mannan 2016)

• Teams tested the same hypotheses with the same data. Some found negative results, some positive, some nada. No effect 
of expertise or confirmation bias. "Idiosyncratic researcher variability is a threat to the reliability of scientific findings." 
(Breznau et al 2022: PNAS)



A hall of mirrors

• The self sets itself within a hall of mirrors; it mistakes its reflection for the world, 
sees its own reflections endlessly, talks endlessly to itself, and, not surprisingly, 
finds continual verification of itself and its world view. This is monologue 
masquerading as conversation, masturbation posing as productive interaction; it 
is a narcissism so profound that it purports to provide a universal knowledge 
when in fact its violent erasures are universalizing its own singular and powerful 
isolation. It promotes a nihilism that stifles the knowledge of connection, disables 
dialogue, and maims the possibilities whereby ‘self’ might be captured by ‘other’” 
(Rose-Bird 2004)



Perspective

Terra nullius Terra habiti

Reality



Wildlands?

Ellis et al. 2021; PNAS





A perilous national identity



Fires and climate
The CSIRO findings bolster that 
conclusion and call into 
question calls for native forest 
logging to be used as a bushfire 
management tool.

“This is happening regardless 
of anything that we might or 
might not do to try to stop the 
fires,” Dr Canadell said.



Fires and climate



The villain: climate change



More trees! More trees!





What do we actually know?



Humans and fire



Humans: the fire organism

McWethy et al (2013): Global Ecology and Biogeography



Humans: the fire organism



Humans: the fire organism

Dunbar (2014) PNAS



Humans: the fire organism

Dunbar (2014) PNAS



Fire-humans and physiology
• Increased body mass, especially in females, promoted by reduced 

mortality due to fire use.
• Reduced molar area, a result of food being softened by heat. 
• Reduced gut volume, indicated by a narrowing of the rib-cage and pelvis.
• Loss of arboreal adaptations in the shoulders, arms, legs, hands and feet 

as arboreal foods grew less important than cooked terrestrial foods, and 
because Homo erectus could sleep on the ground following the control of 
fire.  

• Reduced body hair, with extra warmth achieved at night by resting near a 
campfire. 



Human arrival in to Australia



Australian fire regimes

Murphy et al 2013: Journal of Biogeography



Tasmanian “Wilderness” World Heritage Area



Luckman and Davies (1979) The Southwest Book 23-27

Tasmanian “Wilderness” World Heritage Area



Jones (1984) Hunters and History

Tasmanian “Wilderness” World Heritage Area



Tasmania – Palawa arrival

Cosgrove 1999; Journal of World Prehistory





Deep Time Aboriginal influence in Tasmania

Fletcher et al. (in prep)



Deep Time Aboriginal influence in Tasmania

Fletcher et al. (in prep)



Deep Time Aboriginal influence in Tasmania

Fletcher et al. (in prep)



Deep Time Aboriginal influence in Tasmania

Fletcher et al. (in prep)



Deep Time Aboriginal influence in Tasmania

Fletcher et al. (in prep)



Deep Time Aboriginal influence in Tasmania

Fletcher et al. (in prep)



Initial Human impact in Tasmania?



Modern scientific constructions of “Wilderness”

• Eight indicators of human pressures: built environments, 
crop lands, pasture lands, population density, night-time 
lights, railways, major roadways and navigable 
waterways. 

• We identified wilderness land or ocean areas as those 
that were free of human pressures, with a contiguous 
area of more than 10,000 km2 on land.

• Wilderness regions are home to some of the most 
politically and economically marginalized indigenous 
communities on Earth.



The Martu “Wilderness”

Fire management

Watson et al. (2018) Nature

Photo credit: Kanyirninpa Jukurrpa

Painting by Martu women of estates within Martu Country: 
Kumpaya Girgirba, Yikartu Bumba, Karnu Taylor, Ngamaru Bidu, 
Yuwali Nixon, Reena Rogers, Thelma Judson, and Nyalangka
Taylor. Photo by Gabrielle Sullivan. Used with permission from 
Martumili Artists

https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/viz.php?id=395#swf




Martu Country

Managed by Martu

Unmanaged

(Watson et al 2018: Nature)
https://web.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/viz.php?id=395



What happens when you 
remove cultural burning?



What happens when you remove cultural 
burning?

Fletcher et al (unpublished)

Fletcher et al. (2020) Ambio



The Surrey Hills: a former grassland-savanna

Fletcher et al. (2020) Ambio



Northern Tasmanian conflagrations



British Invasion

Fletcher et al. (2021) Fire



O’Shea et al. (in prep)

Croajingalong National Park, 
Gippsland, Victoria



Buchan, SE Australia



(Laming et al. 2022)



2007 Inquiry into the impact of public land 
management practices on bushfires in Victoria,
• “In earliest times the indigenous people used the firestick as a management tool –

burning the dry grass, keeping the grassy areas fresh and green and ensuring a plentiful 
supply of wildlife. These fires were not dangerous – just slow burning and maintaining a 
balance in the bush. After the limitations on these people, the settlers followed their ways 
and the country retained its grassland quality. Forestry Officers took over this 
responsibility of maintaining a balanced public land service. These men had a good 
under-standing of the bush and did a very good management job. Then the regulations 
began to be more and more restrictive. Public land management and the responsibility of 
the Minister, have been evaded, over a long time.” 

• “In our area it was 35 years ago when the use of the burnt areas for cattle grazing was 
stopped… That happened in about 1970, and in fact it was when the Land Conservation 
Council first started that it stopped cattle grazing and took the runs off us in our area. 
That is when the demise of all this started happening. The older ones who are still around 
will still tell you that one day they will burn us out, because there is no management in 
the bush anymore as far as fire suppression goes, and, really, it is coming true”



Romano et al. (in prep)

Spermwhale Head National Park, 
Gippsland, Victoria



Kennedy et al. (in prep)

Bundjalung National Park, northern NSW



Eucalyptus increase

(Laming et al. 2022)



(Laming et al. 2022)



Busting the climate myth



Anthropogenic climate change?



Continental unravelling

Fletcher et al. (2021) Fire Woinarski et al (2019) Biological Conservation



Eucalypt expansion and catastrophic fires 
began before climate change



What does it all mean
1. Aboriginal people had a profound influence over the configuration of 

Australian vegetation landscapes
2. The biggest phase of environmental change in the past 12,000 years in 

Australia occurred in response to the British Invasion.
3. Diverse Country was bifurcated:

1. Open agricultural land
2. Neglected forests

4. Neglect has produced an unsafe situation in which life, property and 
Country are now under significant threat.

5. Climate change is a compounding factor, not the main driver of our 
current catastrophic fire crisis.



A cultural problem



Cultural fire











Fire fighting



Fire fighting







Fire fighting



Fire fighting structure and language

• Fire front
• Containment line
• Attack crew
• Initial attack

Prescribed burning: The controlled application of fire 
under specified environmental conditions to a 
predetermined area and at the time, intensity, and rate of 
spread required to attain planned resource management 
objectives.



Eucalyptus increase

(Laming et al. 2022)



Northwest Europe

Global distribution of annual area burned, averaged over 1997-2014. 
White areas show no fire activity. Source: Global Fire Emission Database 
version 4, Giglio et al. 2013



Nature-Culture divide



Footprints and levers



Great fire of London - 1666



A challenge of the mind



Country and wellbeing



What’s the real difference?



Life at the ends of a spectrum: our 
relationship with Country/Nature 

Exploit NeglectCare

Many people believe that they are attracted by God, or by Nature, when they are only repelled by man.

– William Ralph Inge

Narcissists Misanthropes

Dysfunctional Dysfunctional

Healthy Country
Healthy People
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