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The Best Day for Me, Looking at These Old Photos: Returning Photographs to Australian 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander People 

Jane Lydon and Donna Oxenham 

 

<E>Archives, whether official, public or private, keep records that assist current and future 

generations to retrieve, reconstruct and make sense of the past. They reflect the human interest in 

remembering and our propensity to forget. 

– Martin Nakata “Reflections: Indigenous Memory, Forgetting and the Archives”<E> 

 

In September 2017, researcher and coauthor Donna Oxenham and two filmmakers travelled 

north from the city of Perth, in southwestern Western Australia, across 2,415 kilometres (1,500 

miles) to the Kimberley region in Australia’s northwest. They took with them photographic 

archives collected from the region starting in the mid-nineteenth century, and they planned to 

return them to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander relatives and descendants for the first time, 

aiming to reconnect people with ancestors and places and provide cultural information to people 

today. The trip was timed to coincide with an annual festival coordinated by the Kimberley 

Aboriginal Law and Culture Centre, an organization that supports the traditional cultural 

practices of thirty Indigenous-language groups in the Kimberley and advocates for culturally 

based self-determination for the region (KALACC n.d.). For three days, the team camped at 

Lombadina Community, two hundred kilometres north of Broome, and spent time talking to 

people, installing a temporary exhibition, listening to stories, making copies of photos for 

relatives, and recording information. Many stories were told about the people represented in the 



photographs. For example, Lorna Hudson, a senior Aboriginal Elder, discovered a photo of her 

foster parents she had never seen before. She told a journalist from ABC Kimberley, “They raised 

me when I was a child, I more or less looked to them as my parents.” She said of the experience: 

“This was really the best day for me, looking at these old photos ... It makes you feel really, 

really good” (Smith 2017). Another participant was Phil McCarthy, a Bardi Jawi Ranger 

coordinator, who looked for photographs of the landscape that would show it in the form they 

were planning to achieve through regeneration and conservation. The photographs documented 

the rhythms of movement and ritual that McCarthy was working to protect. The photographs 

represent survival, strong culture, and family ties and contribute powerfully to Kimberley 

community identity today. 

 Photographic archives have only recently come to be recognized as an important form of 

Australian Indigenous cultural heritage. Because of historical collecting practices – which 

entailed the appropriation and ownership of cultural materials, especially secret or sacred objects 

– government departments and museums have not always had amicable relationships with 

Indigenous Australians. Until a few decades ago, Indigenous interaction with institutions such as 

museums and state record departments was limited and one-sided. Indigenous peoples were the 

object and subject of collections historically collected and archived by non-Indigenous people. 

 In this essay, two Australian scholars, one Aboriginal (Oxenham) and one non-

Aboriginal (Lydon), discuss work they have conducted over more than a decade to research four 

major European historical photograph archives and share the collections with descendant 

communities. Except where an individual voice is identified, we write collaboratively, presenting 

ideas and conclusions that have emerged through our research partnership over the life of our 

project. We examine changing attitudes towards these Australian photograph collections over the 



last fifty years, and Lydon introduces a research project aiming to decolonize four major 

European archives. Oxenham explores the significance of these archives to Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people as a resource for supporting culture and memory in the face of 

historical colonization and assimilation, as well as her own role in returning them to descendant 

communities. Lydon then reviews the outcomes of this project, particularly for the participating 

museums. Finally, Oxenham examines the ways that historical photographs can serve as 

evidence for the past and continuing violation of Aboriginal peoples’ rights, focusing on the 

example of the notorious case of her relative Ms. Dhu, a young Aboriginal woman who died in 

police custody in 2014. 

 

<1>Historical Background 

In the 1970s, relationships between Indigenous peoples and archival institutions in postcolonial 

countries began changing, largely because of Indigenous advocacy and through the 

implementation of principles founded decades before, within the Universal Declaration of 

Human Rights (1948), which asserts the rights of a people to their culture (see Brown and Peers 

[2005]; Peers, this volume; Lydon and Wanhalla 2018. Realizing that Aboriginal and Torres 

Strait Islander people had cultural and intellectual property rights in their collections, starting in 

the 1980s, Australian institutions began to change the way they worked with the source 

communities. Over the last two decades, many institutions have welcomed Indigenous requests 

for access to information from their archival collections, and with advancements in technology 

and the advent of archival digitization projects, records are becoming more readily accessible 

(Lydon 2010a, 2010b). As a result, museums within the United Kingdom and Australia began 

working more closely with Indigenous groups, either by facilitating visits to their institutions or 



by travelling to communities (Clark 2014; Pickering and Gordon 2011). While, initially, there 

was more emphasis on the repatriation of human remains and culturally sensitive objects, over 

the last decade there has been a major emphasis on the return of photographic collections to 

Indigenous communities. 

 These collections can also assist in the health and well-being of our Indigenous 

communities. By allowing Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people access to relevant 

archival records, some communities can build on their already known Indigenous histories, while 

many others who have been victims of official government assimilation policies now known as 

the Stolen Generations can begin to piece together an understanding of their culture and heritage. 

Major government inquiries held during the 1990s, addressing the Stolen Generations and 

Indigenous deaths in custody, recommended that access to archival information by Indigenous 

communities would aid them in learning more about their histories and identities and would 

assist in the health and well-being of Aboriginal peoples (HREOC 1997; Royal Commission into 

Aboriginal Deaths in Custody 1991; Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Social Justice 

Commissioner 1996). 

 Many collections were amassed during the nineteenth century, following the invention of 

photography in 1839. As photographic technology developed, it was applied in many Australian 

colonies to record Indigenous peoples, some of whom were leading a traditional way of life as 

well as undergoing transformation as they adjusted to white incursions. While many photos were 

staged, they remain precious records of people and culture at that time (Lydon 2014). 

 

<1>Returning Photos 



Jane Lydon. As a white scholar researching Australian colonial history, especially cross-cultural 

relations between settler-colonists and Aboriginal peoples, I developed an interest in the 

significant but ambivalent place of historical photographs within Indigenous studies, and this 

interest was the basis for my doctoral research between 1997 and 2000. It developed further 

while I was employed as a research fellow in the interdisciplinary environment of the Monash 

Indigenous Centre (MIC) between 2003 and 2013. As well as offering a dynamic and supportive 

intellectual milieu, MIC staff was largely composed of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

people and catered primarily to Indigenous students. For the first time in my academic career, I 

directly experienced and witnessed the impact of scholarly work on Aboriginal communities and 

individuals. I learned a great deal about Indigenous perspectives on culture, the workplace, and 

history and quickly came to understand these as a matter of everyday, lived experience rather 

than as an “interest” to be assumed or dropped at will. For example, early in my time at MIC, 

around 2004, I attended a seminar about the Stolen Generations, and I was shocked that in the 

discussion following the presentation an Aboriginal colleague began by noting, almost casually, 

that her father had been removed from his family because of his relatively pale skin. At that time 

such stories were still not widely told outside Aboriginal circles. I was privileged to learn from 

these personal and powerful exchanges, which taught me the importance of engaged research in 

collaboration with Indigenous communities and of producing outcomes of benefit to them. I 

believe that white scholars also have a responsibility to address issues such as this that affect all 

Australians, black and white. While this is sometimes a difficult process, the intellectual, 

personal, and practical rewards are great. Through this process, the challenge of reconnecting 

people with their cultural heritage in the form of photograph archives assumed fresh importance 



and responded to Indigenous interest and institutional aims to decolonize their museological 

practice. 

 Working to return European collections to their source communities, the “Returning 

Photos: Australian Aboriginal Photos from European Collections” project collaborates with four 

European museums to historicize photographs and return them to Indigenous descendants: the 

University of Oxford’s Pitt Rivers Museum; the Cambridge University Museum of Archaeology 

and Anthropology; the Musée de Quai Branly in Paris, France; and the Nationaal Museum van 

Wereldculturen (National Museum of World Cultures) in Leiden, the Netherlands (Lydon 2019). 

This project has two aims. The first is to explore the global circulation of photographs of 

Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people that began in the 1840s, charting their 

central role in the major shift in Western visual culture from Enlightenment humanism to the 

emergence of modern views regarding race and history. Through international collaboration with 

key European museums, it aims to connect the photographs’ local production to their concrete 

effects as objects circulated through commercial, governmental, scientific, and private visual 

networks that spanned the world.  

 The second aim is to return photographs currently housed in Europe to their subjects’ 

descendants, providing a major Indigenous heritage resource. In doing so, the project aims to 

explore the significance of colonial photography to Indigenous descendants, contributing to 

resolving the momentous and complex intersection of new digital technologies and Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander cultural traditions regarding visual imagery. Distinctive challenges for 

returning material held in overseas institutions include  

• the intensive collections-based research needed to identify and contextualize photographs 

• dealing with many Indigenous communities rather than working closely with one 



• the difficulties of genuine consultation and collaboration with descendants, given the vast 

distances involved and the need to maintain relations between institutions and 

communities over the long term 

• diverse Indigenous cultural protocols surrounding viewing such imagery (e.g., highly 

variable and rapidly changing prohibitions on viewing the recently deceased: see Deger 

[2006] and Nakata et al. [2008])  

• balancing Indigenous rights with institutional policies regarding copyright and 

proprietorship. 

 For Australian Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, this work provides access to 

previously unknown archives, generating new forms of heritage and history. Aboriginal people 

have explained the importance of recovering such images in their quest to reconnect with family 

and place. Returning Photos continues to be accessible under the umbrella of the Berndt Museum 

at the University of Western Australia, in Perth. For the first time, several international 

collections have permitted their photographic holdings to be returned or “repatriated” to 

Australia. By amalgamating four European museum databases, the project allows people to 

search across four collections on its website. This research and heritage tool, launched in 

November 2016, has proven to be of national and global interest, as indicated by usage data. This 

digital portal enables intensive Indigenous community engagement across Australia, and we 

hope it will continue to grow and support Indigenous communities. The portal allows users to 

annotate database entries. We hope that the large number of unidentified people, or “orphan” 

images, will eventually be reduced in this way. Figure 7.1, for example, portrays a dignified 

senior Elder of New South Wales, but when it was incorporated into Charles Kerry’s vast 



commercial collection, individual details were lost. Like other photos, it was subsumed into an 

amorphous category – the “Aboriginal” type. 

<Insert Figure 7.1> 

Figure 7.1 Portrait of Dhraub, a Chief and Elder of Bombala, South Coast, New South 

Wales, ca. 1892. Photograph by Charles H. Kerry. Courtesy University of Cambridge, Museum 

of Archaeology and Anthropology, P.70.ACH1 

 

 Many virtual digital archives across Australia now make their collections available to 

descendants. For example, the Storylines Project, facilitated through the State Library of Western 

Australia, and the Ara Irititja Project, created for the Anangu (Ngaanyatjarra, Pitjantjatjara, and 

Yankunytjatjara people) in Central Australia, have been very successful in allowing access to 

archives as well as collecting community information (Scales et al. 2013; Thorner and Dallwitz 

2014). 

 The Berndt Museum, which now manages these processes and collections, has been 

instrumental in fostering an appreciation of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander culture, 

heritage, and society. The museum is internationally significant for its collections of Aboriginal 

and Asian cultural materials. It holds one of Australia’s most extensive collections of historical 

and contemporary photographic collections focusing on Aboriginal communities from the 

western half of the Australian continent. Former director, Vanessa Russ (Russ et al. 2016, 14) 

states that “although a significant number of researchers and academics make use of the 

photographic material, this collection is particularly of great importance to Aboriginal 

community members as a visual point of reference in making connections to family, place and 

culture.” Having actively been involved with the digital repatriation of its photographic 

http://www.irititja.com/


collections in the past, and now incorporating the Returning Photos project, the Berndt Museum 

continues to work with Indigenous communities to help people know more about their past and 

their connections to community and Country. 

 

<1>What Do Photos Mean to Aboriginal People? 

Donna Oxenham. I have been working with the Returning Photos collections for well over a 

decade now. As an Indigenous person, I continue to feel both a sense of responsibility and an 

obligation to link these photographic records back to their original communities. Overall, the 

photographic collections date from the mid-nineteenth century through to the twentieth century, 

with the earliest records dating back to the 1840s. Currently, the database has just over eight 

thousand images on record and has increased, with new research and additions, the Berndt 

Museum’s collection well into the thousands. These collections consist of images of Aboriginal 

and Torres Strait Islander peoples throughout Australia and significant collections from the 

Torres Strait (Figures 7.2 and 7.3). 

<Insert Figure 7.2> 

Figure 7.2 Images printed out and ready to return to community members. Returning Photos 

project, 2017> 

 

 Traditionally, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people recorded their history orally, 

keeping alive memories of loved ones and knowledge of Country without the need for a written 

or archival record. Since colonization, however, oral histories in many places have become 

fragmented and disjointed. Access to relevant photographic collections allows Indigenous people 

and communities today to amalgamate archival images with their oral histories to piece together 



a history lost to many because of our colonial past. I have found that archival photographic 

collections today are welcomed by the majority of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, 

who see these records as evidence of their survival and strength, not as depictions of colonized 

victims nor, as was believed a century ago, of a “dying race” (Oxenham 2014). 

 Of more importance to community members are the people, places of significance, and 

Country revealed by these images. The photographic archive is a powerful source of information 

for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples, revealing where we have been and what we 

have become. It is “living” proof that we, as Aboriginal peoples, are survivors with a culture still 

alive today in the face of tremendous adversity. 

<Insert Figure 7.3> 

Figure 7.3 Returning photographs to community members in the Kimberley during the 

“KALACC 2017 Kimberley Cultural Festival.” Returning Photos Project, 2017 > 

 

 Cultural institutions and managers have increasingly given Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander people greater access to these collections over the last two decades. With Aboriginal 

peoples now looking back at these institutions “through the looking glass,” this relationship can 

be based on a more equal footing (see Fourmile 1989; Langton 1993, 2003; Nakata 2014), one 

that promotes a more collaborative approach between the archives and Indigenous peoples. 

  

 With access to photographic collections such as these, Indigenous people and 

communities today have the opportunity to combine the archival image with the histories they 

know to try to piece together their heritage. When working with these collections, I’ve often 

thought that time becomes somewhat blurred – the past, present, and future coexist in the here 



and now. Not only do the photos depict images of people’s ancestors, their Country, and places 

of significance, but they become “living entities” in their own right – able to remove themselves 

from the spectrum of time and the Western concept of “the past” and place themselves within the 

“present.” Having worked so closely with the collections, I can attest to the power that still 

resonates from these images, and I am constantly reminding myself to take care in the handling 

of certain photographs – especially those that depict “women’s business.” I have also sought 

Aboriginal male advice when dealing with “men’s business.” 

 For me, it is rewarding to be a part of a process that can bring joy to many Indigenous 

individuals, families, and communities, who can view images of their ancestors long since 

departed. On the other hand, having the responsibility of returning these collections to 

communities carries a heaviness that falls on our shoulders. To have so many photographs in our 

collections with very little information attached to them makes it, in many cases, difficult to 

facilitate their return. So, I ask myself, “What happens to the unidentified? Don’t they also 

deserve to be returned home? Don’t they deserve to be remembered? Who will remember those 

who have been forgotten? Is the digital repatriation of our ancestors lesser than the physical 

repatriation of bones and objects? Who will continue to speak for them after I move on?” 

 These are some of the questions that I often struggle with when working with these 

collections. The essence of our ancestors has been bound within the templates of glass and 

photographic print papers in overseas institutions for far too long. It’s past time for them to 

return home. That being said, the photographic archive is a powerful source of information for 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. In each image, we see where we’ve been and, in 

turn, what we’ve become. They are living proof that Aboriginal people are survivors and that our 

culture has survived through tremendous adversity. 



 It is often said that a photograph speaks a thousand words, but for Indigenous peoples, 

these archival images represent so much more. As an Indigenous person working with these 

archives, I often wonder about the person behind the camera and what motivated him or her to 

take a photograph in the first place. Whether it was taken for scientific purposes, governmental 

propaganda, or out of personal curiosity, many of these images (often staged) depict a time and 

space that categorized Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples as objects and research 

subjects. Whether it stemmed originally from research curiosity or a genuine interest to know 

more about our people, without their involvement we may never have had an opportunity to give 

images of their ancestors back to families and communities. With more open access to resources 

that allow Aboriginal communities greater agency, the process of reconciling and healing aspects 

of the past is advanced. 

<Insert Figure 7.4> 

Figure 7.4 Setting up for community viewing, “2017 KALACC Kimberley Festival.” 

Returning Photos Project, 2017 

 

 However, the process of returning historical photographic collections to Aboriginal 

communities today is a complicated one. There will always be issues of community politics, of 

having to deal with sensitive materials and trying to maintain impartiality when there is a 

difference of opinion within any given community. 

 This is why the process of returning photographic materials must be handled in a 

culturally appropriate and respectful manner. Based on my experience of returning photographs 

to communities (some of which contained culturally sensitive materials), I can say it is important 

to fully understand the significance these compilations represent for Indigenous peoples. 



Museum records housed within an institution for over one hundred years have become priceless 

family keepsakes of the family members that came before us. This process has been termed 

visual repatriation, with all the phrase’s connotations of taking loved ones home for burial; 

instead, we use the simpler and less freighted phrase returning photos to signify our strategy. As 

Elizabeth Edwards (2005, 184) suggests, “Visual repatriation is, in many ways, about finding a 

present for historical photographs, realizing their potential to seed a number of narratives through 

which to make sense of the past in the present and make it fulfil the needs of the present.”  

 Edwards’s comment encapsulates the complexities involved in repatriating photographic 

collections to Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities today. For many, finding and 

receiving images of one’s ancestors may be the only link they have to their pasts. It is especially 

relevant for members of the Stolen Generations, who were forcibly removed from their families 

and cultural heritage. Thus, they can begin a healing process and find (for want of a better term) 

an “end in the beginning.” It is important to fully understand the significance and profound 

effects these compilations represent for Indigenous peoples. For example, Shauna Bostock-Smith 

(2014, 61), a Bundjalung woman from northern New South Wales who came across a 

photograph of her great-great-grandaunt, recounts the profound effect it had on her: “It is as 

though this lovely photograph has spiritually reached through time and altered my perception of 

her today. She has now magically transformed from an abstract entity – a name on her marriage 

and death certificates – into a real life, flesh and blood, beautiful young woman.” Similarly, after 

working with Ngarrindjeri Elder Ellen Trevorrow, Karen Hughes discusses the importance of 

photographic collections as a “conduit between the living and those who have passed” (Hughes 

and Trevorrow 2014, 202). Further, Hughes explains that 

 



<Q>photographs possess recuperative powers: inviting conversations about the connectivity of 

family and Country, strengthening and nurturing identity, and activating miwi, the soul substance 

through which Ngarrindjeri connect to their world and discern something to be true. Certain 

photographs have played a central role in healing relationships torn asunder by the state, and 

assist in piecing back together shattered families, sometimes in defiance of the original purpose 

for which they were taken. (Hughes and Trevorrow 2014, 202–3)<Q> 

 

So, although it encompasses a complex web of meanings and interpretations, the photographic 

image can represent peoples’ values and the ideals related to their culture and heritage. In each 

image, we see where we’ve been and, in turn, what we’ve become. With institutions now open to 

information sharing and allowing multiple interpretations of images from Aboriginal 

communities, these images can take on a new form that embodies an historical context but with a 

more balanced, inclusive perspective. 

 

<1>The Museum Perspective 

Jane Lydon. The Returning Photos project has contributed towards developing new ways of 

exploring the Australian past by examining visual, specifically photographic, collections as a 

major source of evidence and by exploring the cultural and historical impact of images in 

creating knowledge and attitudes. The project has opened up interdisciplinary ways of thinking 

about and researching historical imagery such as in photographic archives. It has made the 

Australian collections within major European cultural institutions more visible and accessible to 

researchers and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander communities, with the effect of inspiring 

wide interest. Within Australia, it has contributed directly to the movement to decolonize 



colonial photographic archives and indirectly to a transformation in archive management – from 

anxiety that resulted in restrictions from viewing and access to a more nuanced understanding of 

the value these archives hold for Aboriginal communities. Australian and international museum 

policies now seek to open and decolonize the archive, including but not limited to the 

photographic archive. Research stemming from the project explores museological, research, and 

especially Indigenous responses to photographic archives (Morton 2011, 2015a, 2015b; Veys 

2017; Lydon 2014, 2017). The project has been cited as best practice for working with 

Aboriginal images by the Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Studies in 

its Guidelines for the Ethical Publishing of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander Authors and 

Research from Those Communities (AIATSIS 2015). For Australian audiences, such research 

demystifies mainstream views regarding Aboriginal use of images. 

 The gains for cultural institutions have also been significant. For example, the Museum 

of Archaeology and Anthropology (MAA), at the University of Cambridge, noted that the project 

allowed it to consolidate and extend productive relationships with various Islander communities 

in the Torres Strait, while over five hundred photographs taken in both digital and print formats 

were returned to the four Island communities from which they originated: Mer, Mabuiag, Iama, 

and Thursday Island/Muralag. These images, taken by Cambridge anthropologist A.C. Haddon 

in 1888 and 1898, were presented at community workshops, where they generated much interest 

and discussion. The process of returning the photographs, including the development of 

appropriate protocols and the signing of MOUs with senior Islander representatives, offered “an 

extremely valuable model which has informed subsequent photo-sharing projects, involving 

Indigenous groups in Mongolia, the United States and Fiji.” (Lydon et al. 2017) The number of 



inquiries related to MAA’s photographic collections and research visits from Indigenous 

Australians significantly increased. 

 Again, the Pitt Rivers Museum’s curatorial work and practice benefitted from this 

research, especially in relation to its Australian holdings of photographs but also with respect to 

its audiences and networks, including those that included Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 

communities and organizations working with Aboriginal curators, artists, and academics. One 

major outcome emerged out of collaboration with leading Aboriginal artist Christian Thompson, 

who was invited by Christopher Morton to respond to the museum’s photograph collection by 

making a new body of work. This work was exhibited at the Pitt Rivers in 2013 as We Bury Our 

Own and then internationally to huge acclaim (Pitt Rivers Museum 2019). This artistic 

collaboration had an important impact on the museum’s curatorial practice and in 2017 led to a 

transformation of its permanent display relating to Australian art. Similarly, the project prompted 

the Nationaal Museum van Wereldculturen (NMVW), Netherlands, to initiate and develop 

relationships with Arnhem Land communities and Australian institutions. The remote East 

Arnhem Land community of Numbulwar was the focus, as partner investigator, Fanny Wonu 

Veys, curator Oceania at the NMVW, returned over five hundred photographs in both digital and 

print formats. Discussions and exhibitions generated much interest within the community but 

also among relatives living in the Northern Territory, Queensland, and the Kimberley region of 

Western Australia; interest in NMVW’s Indigenous Australia collections also increased. One 

outcome was the “Thinking Photography Workshop” at the NMVW’s Research Centre for 

Material Culture, which aims to bring scholars, curators, makers or practitioners, and students 

together regularly in a semiformal setting to think openly and critically about 



(ethnographic/colonial) photography, their histories, materialities, theories, and roles in the 

present (Veys 2017). 

 

<1>Photographs as Witness 

Donna Oxenham. Events in Australian history relating to the plight of its Indigenous peoples 

have been witnessed through the lens of the camera and recorded in our Indigenous photographic 

collections. Since its inception, photography has had a major impact on how Aboriginal and 

Torres Strait Islander people were portrayed to the world. It is through these same collections we 

can argue for the rights of Indigenous Australians. One of the most recycled images of 

Aboriginal people, forever etched into my memory, is of Aboriginal men in police custody 

wearing neck chains during the early days of settlement, as if they were little more than animals 

(Figure 7.5). This practice was acceptable to settler society and provides evidence about race 

relations in early Australian history. 

<Insert Figure 7.5> 

Figure 7.5 Photograph supplement, “The Treatment of Aborigines – Prison Life in the Nor’-

west,” Western Mail, February 18, 1905. The caption read “Aboriginal bathing gang.” 

<Permission needed?> 

 

 According to the Australian Human Rights Commission’s website, our human rights are 

“based on principles of dignity, equality and mutual respect, which are shared across cultures, 

religions and philosophies. They are about being treated fairly, treating others fairly and having 

the ability to make genuine choices in our daily lives.” For Indigenous Australians, these human-

rights issues can by no means be relegated to the past. 



 Today, contemporary Indigenous photographic images and collections also bear witness 

to the struggles Indigenous peoples have had in asserting their fundamental human rights as 

Australian citizens. With advancements in digital technology, photographs are used more and 

more to highlight the issues affecting Indigenous people. <first name?> Media theorist Susie 

Linfield (2010, 11) suggests that “it is photographs, that bring us close to those experiences of 

suffering in ways no other form of art or journalism can.” 

<Insert Figure 7.6> 

Figure 7.6 Image of Ms. Dhu on a city landscape. Photograph by Ethan Blue 

 

 For example, photographs have played an important role in publicizing the West 

Australian deaths-in-custody case of Ms. Dhu, a twenty-year-old Yamatji woman who was 

arrested for unpaid fines and taken to a South Hedland police station and Hospital in 2014. Ms. 

Dhu was already suffering from pneumonia and septicemia caused by a broken rib, inflicted by 

her partner some months earlier. Ms. Dhu became very ill overnight and died. What caused 

moral outrage across the nation and overseas was the inhumane treatment that Ms. Dhu received 

from both the police and hospital staff during her incarceration. Ms. Dhu’s final hours were 

captured by CCTV cameras in South Hedland’s police station and hospital. When released to the 

public, the footage drew public attention to the violation of her rights in prison. It offered a 

sickening example of how little we have progressed in Aboriginal-police relations.  

 Before the footage was released, graffiti art of Ms. Dhu’s image was projected onto 

Perth’s nighttime cityscape in an effort to memorialize a death that should not have happened. 

These images were powerful and nonapologetic in their effort to have her memory live on and, in 

my opinion, went a long way in swaying the coroner to release the CCTV police footage to the 



public. Ms. Dhu was not just another statistic for me. She was family. And when I watched the 

video footage of her treatment in jail, I wept for the loss of such a young life and for the pain my 

extended family continue to endure long after her death. Her image shining through the night sky 

will forever be remembered by those who witnessed it as a beacon for much-needed change in a 

country that continues to struggle with the rights of its First Nations people. 

 Although photographs of Australian Aboriginal people have often served as instruments 

of state governance and control, the case of Ms. Dhu reveals more productive pathways. 

Historian and activist Ethan Blue (2017, 319<page?>) argues that the CCTV footage and light 

graffiti constituted “modes of seeing Ms. Dhu” that were used by her family to transform her 

case from “a politics of neglect and carceral control” to what he terms “an ethos of care, 

community-building, decolonization, and decarceration.” Images that document human-rights 

struggles may become tools for claiming rights and demanding justice for descendants and 

relatives. 

*** 

Throughout the late twentieth century, a range of factors began to transform the 

conceptualization, management, and significance of historical photographs of Indigenous 

Australians. While this can be seen in the context of a global shift towards archival 

democratization, in Australia this process has been shaped by a range of distinctive factors, 

including Indigenous advocacy, a growing institutional desire to decolonize archival collections, 

and the recognition of the value of these collections for Indigenous families and communities. 

This process continues to be debated, and we believe that access to such resources is increasing, 

with commensurate benefits for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples. By focusing on 

the Returning Photos project (just one of numerous such programs), we have attempted to 



explore not only some of the challenges but also the benefits to be gained from such work. We 

have examined the Indigenous significance of archival photograph collections and their power to 

reconnect families with one another and with traditional Country in the wake of colonization. We 

also note the power of such images to serve as witness to continuing injustice and the ongoing 

struggle of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to address the inequities they experience 

every day. When Lorna Hudson commented that “this was really the best day for me, looking at 

these old photos ... It makes you feel really, really good,” she testified to the power of 

photographs to reunite family and claim rights in the pursuit of enhanced Indigenous culture and 

well-being. 
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