People’s Worlds – Submission 2 – Murray Bruce (1302090)
Essay topic B – A case study in human interactions with the world
Considering the essay topics and my desire to write, in some way, about indigenous peoples’ understanding of fire, I came across this extraordinary image.
[image: An Indigenous Australian man carrying a child on his shoulders walking through bushland observing a ‘cool’ burn (used to control underbrush), with smoke and flames in the background.]
Photo by Matthew Abbott/Panos Pictures
[image: A painting of circles and dots

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]What better way is there to learn what working with fire looks like than to be that child on their father’s shoulders as he sets and watches and tends that fire? There is no sign of panic, just observation and understanding.Connection to land, by Elisha Araneda (photo Murray Bruce)

Which brought to mind this artwork by the Indigenous Australian artist Elisha Araneda, that hangs on my wall. Her work “Connection to land” has no ‘right way up’. Aboriginal art grew out of depictions that were done on the ground, to be viewed from above. 
Thinking about how indigenous people understand the world, how they see themselves as part of, rather having God given dominion over, their environment, and how close to the edge of system collapse post-industrial human society is pushing were the starting points for my writing a song. That song, its references and inspiration, the rabbit holes you go down as a songwriter, and the happy coincidences that can inform the work, is the subject of this essay.
I have been writing songs, music and lyrics, for forty-nine years. I can still remember the place (my grandparent Mackay’s sitting room), the feel of my fingers on the guitar (an Eko Ranger six string acoustic, my first full size guitar), the subject (going home – my parents had sold our house and we were camped out at my mother’s parents until my dad could finish building the new house), the genre (country and western) and the utter thrill of creating a song.
The song I set out to write comes from my respect for, and admiration of, indigenous peoples. The Peoples Worlds module has done much to strengthen those feelings and my researching the Indigenous Environmental Network has shown me what activism can achieve, over time and with courage. Nevertheless, a song is essentially art, poetry, musical evocation and expression, and must be heartfelt. I did not intend to write a polemic or a manifesto. I only hoped to use fire as a metaphor, to evoke a spiritualty common in indigenous peoples’ attitudes to nature, the land, mother earth, and use Celtic musical structures – particularly acoustic guitar drones and repeated melodies from the Scottish folk tradition that I grew up surrounded by – to enhance than mood. Much of my current work combines spoken word and sung melodies and I wanted to explore that combination further, using spoken word verses to carry and develop the meaning of the lyric, and sung, repeated chorus and bridge sections to emphasis the duality of the ideas I’m hoping to express. Again, the melodies used on the sung sections are intended to reflect simple folk melodies that are used in traditional music around the globe.
In her journal article “Some Thoughts about the Philosophical Underpinnings of Aboriginal Worldviews”, Mary Graham starts by describing Indigenous Australian philosophy as,  “a system for realising the fullest potential of human emotion and experience…a skill...developed…to…become more and more human”,[footnoteRef:1] and sets out the basic precepts as, “The Land is the Law. You are not alone in the world.”[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Mary Graham, Some Thoughts About the Philosophical Underpinnings of Aboriginal Worldviews (Worldviews, Vol. 3, No. 2, Australian Perspectives, August 1999), p. 105]  [2:  Graham, Some Thoughts About, p. 105] 


What interests, and inspires, me about Aboriginal worldviews is the understanding of the land that they, and we all, live in as a living spiritual entity, upon which we all depend for our existence. This understanding comes from thousands of years of observation and respect for the land. It sees that land not as property, not as real estate to be bought and sold for profit, but as something we, as humans, are custodians of. We have responsibilities. We are connected to the place in which we live, to all the flora and fauna, and to each other. This transcends ego and organised religion or politics. “There never was and there never will be a paradise”[footnoteRef:3]. The aboriginal answer to the question of the meaning of life is “what is it that wants to know?”[footnoteRef:4] [3:  Ibid. p.109]  [4:  Ibid. p.111] 


We have responsibility to care for the land we live in. The place where we are right now. We need to live together, without doing further damage to that environment or each other. The land is the mother of all humanity and the relationship that we have with that land comes before the relationship we have with each other. As Deborah Bird Rose says, “Caring for Country is a term used by Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples to describe their traditional practices and spiritual responsibilities for managing the land, water, and natural resources that they have a deep cultural connection with.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Deborah Bird Rose, Exploring an Aboriginal Land Ethic (Meanjin Vol. 47, No. 3, Spring 1988)] 


In creating the song, I felt the presence of a disastrous future outcome for humanity needed to be expressed. It is obvious to anyone but the most diehard climate change denier, I know, but it is the direction in which I was led, and the existence of firehawks, brought to our attention by indigenous knowledge, was compelling.

“To outsiders, the name “firehawk” seemed rather whimsical I suppose, but Aboriginal people insisted that the “firehawks” garnered that moniker for good reason as they were seen to carry burning sticks away from fires, to new areas, to start new fires.”[footnoteRef:6] [6:  The Birds That Start Fires: Using Indigenous Ecological Knowledge to Understand Animal Behaviour (PLOS Blogs, January 9, 2018)] 


The Journal of Ethnobiology researchers document that, “Observers report both solo and cooperative attempts, often successful, to spread wildfires intentionally via single-occasion or repeated transport of burning sticks in talons or beaks. This behaviour, often represented in sacred ceremonies, is widely known to local people in the Northern Territory, where we carried out ethno-ornithological research from 2011 to 2017; it was also reported to us from Western Australia and Queensland.”[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Mark Bonta et al, Intentional Fire Spreading by “Firehawk” Raptors in Northern Australia (The Journal of Ethnobiology, December 2017)] 


They further suggest that “better understanding of avian fire-spreading, both in Australia and, potentially, elsewhere, can contribute to theories about the evolution of tropical savannas and the origins of human fire use.”[footnoteRef:8] [8:  Bonta, Intentional Fire Spreading] 


Although I don’t know how the firehawk is represented ceremonially, I felt that its presence in my lyric was appropriate, and it stayed with me as the piece developed.

The image of the father and child watching their fire comes from a psyche.co article by Andrew Kirkpatrick, which highlights that “Western approaches to knowledge often take for granted René Descartes’s postulation Cogito, ergo sum – ‘I think, therefore I am.’ In doing so, they typically assume a Cartesian split between mind and body.”[footnoteRef:9]  [9:  Andrew Kirkpatrick, There Is Knowledge in The Land as Well as Ourselves (https://psyche.co/ideas/there-is-knowledge-in-the-land-as-well-as-in-ourselves)] 


Like Bird Rose, Kirkpatrick notes that “the word that many Indigenous Australian groups use to characterise such a system is the deceptively simple term ‘Country’. Understood as a ‘lived in and lived with’ place…a ‘living entity’ that ‘knows, hears, smells, takes notice, takes care’ and which can even be ‘sorry or happy’.”[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Kirkpatrick, There Is Knowledge] 



Kirkpatrick continues. “This localised, embodied way of knowing ourselves and our surroundings is mirrored in the work of Merleau-Ponty in the 20th century. We find this most clearly expressed in his account of habits, and the processes of habituation that our bodies undergo when we familiarise ourselves with certain objects.”[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Ibid.] 


This particularly interested me. Not only in the context of researching Aboriginal philosophy, but when considering the creation of music. I don’t set out with the intention of writing in a particular key or using a certain scale. I use a variety of guitar tuning, and the tuning itself (in this case, an E minor tuning that was mentioned to me during a lecture) suggests what I can only describe as a musical geometry, that my hands follow and my mind edits and rearranges, to produce a structured musical expression.

Kirkpatrick gives the example of “a blind person and a cane they use to feel (and thus understand) their surroundings. As Merleau-Ponty puts it in Phenomenology of Perception (1945):
When the cane becomes a familiar instrument, the world of tactile objects expands, it no longer begins at the skin of the hand, but at the tip of the cane … the cane is no longer an object that the blind man would perceive, it has become an instrument with which he perceives. It is an appendage of the body, or the extension of the bodily synthesis.”[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Ibid.] 

In the same way, I do not perceive my guitar as being separate from my hands. It is how I express musical ideas, and I rely on muscle memory to repeat those ideas.
There is a film of Keith Richards being interviewed about ten years ago where the interviewer, in admiring tones, asks “how do you manage to remember all those songs?”. Richards gives the interviewer a bemused look and says “I don’t. Charlie counts me in, and my hands start playing. That’s all that happens.” Kirkpatrick puts it that “habituation reflects a more primordial, more concrete form of knowledge in the flesh of our bodies that underpins our more abstract thought.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Ibid.] 

In an essay on aeon.co, Dan Nixon says, “Merleau-Ponty drew attention to the body being revealed not as a lump of matter but as the breathing, beating centre of our experience – the ‘lived’ body. And in contrast to the Enlightenment tendency to abstract towards a theoretical position of perfect objectivity, Merleau-Ponty described features of our embodiment that perhaps seem too obvious, and mundane, to mention: how you always perceive things from a particular perspective, how the particular configuration of your body means that you never directly see the back of your neck. Take the experience of depth: because I encounter a world that includes both my own body and yet spreads into the distance, the philosopher David Abram writes, ‘that cloud that I see can be a small cloud close overhead or a huge cloud far above; meanwhile what I had thought was a bird turns out to be a speck of dust on my glasses’.”[footnoteRef:14] [14:  Dan Nixon, The Body as Mediator: The Phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty (https://aeon.co/essays/the-phenomenology-of-merleau-ponty-and-embodiment-in-the-world)] 


Nixon continues, “Merleau-Ponty came to the view that ‘philosophy is not a particular body of knowledge; it is the vigilance which does not let us forget the source of all knowledge’.”[footnoteRef:15] Which brought me back to Kirkpatrick, and suggestion that Merleau-Ponty drew inspiration from Whitehead’s process philosophy. [15:  Nixon, The Body as Mediator] 


“Whitehead presents a view of nature as ‘alive’ – a nature that is dynamic, unfolding, and in constant dialogue with itself. In this respect, Whitehead would even refer to his metaphysical scheme as a ‘philosophy of organism’ – this characterisation of the natural world may sound something like Indigenous Australian conceptions of Country.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Kirkpatrick, There Is Knowledge] 


Finally, I was drawn to a description of process philosophy by Calso Vieira. “The pre-Socratic Greek philosopher Heraclitus provides the most famous image of process metaphysics. ‘It is not possible,’ he says, ‘to step twice into the same river’ – because existence depends on change; the river you step into a second time is changed from the river you stepped into originally (and you have changed in the interval, too).”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Celso Vieira, Which Is More Fundamental: Processes or Things? (https://aeon.co/ideas/which-is-more-fundamental-processes-or-things)] 

And so it is with songwriting. The version of this song that I wrote in May 2025 would not be the same as the song I might write next month, or next year.  Sitting in my garden, with my travel guitar tuned to E minor, I found myself saying the words “Fire works with you, not for you, when you work with fire”, and my hands started playing. I use my phone to record notes and versions of the work as it progresses. Over the next two weeks, the original spontaneous guitar part was developed and slightly expanded on a parlour guitar, while the large quantity of words that came to me were edited down, fitted to the music, arranged and rearranged. These are the lyrics that I am currently singing.



Firehawk
Fire works with you, 
Not for you,
When you work with fire.

Or the firehawk will take everything.
Take everything.

When you respect the land,
Hear voices from your clan.
Those spirits who went before.

Country teaches you about fire.
The colours fire needs you to know.
Red, orange, yellow and jet black smoke.

Or the firehawk will take everything.
Take everything.

When you respect the land,
Hear voices from your clan.
Those spirits who went before.

Burn your home.
Burn your city.
Burn your home.
Burn our future.

Listen to the voices of the past,
Speak for the land.
Learn what fire needs you to know.

Or the firehawk will take everything.
Take everything.

When you respect the land,
Hear voices from your clan.
Those spirits who went before.

Burn your home.
Burn your city.
Burn your home.
Burn our future.
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