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“Do Rocks Listen?” at the ICA at
NYU Shanghai was Karrabing
Film Collective’s first solo
exhibition in Asia, showing the
complete collection of their
works since 2013. The exhibition
brought together a composition
of four screening series—
“Intervention Trilogy,” “Real But
Got Story,” “Future Present,”
“How We Make Karrabing”—
available at both the ICA's
gallery and online screenings.
The ICA’s interest in ecological
critique in the last two years has
also determined the exhibition’s
rationale. On a social level, it
asks the audience: how does
the Aborigines’ knowledge
production in the Northern
Territory of Australia relate to us
and where we are? | would like
to offer a less obscure
perspective into such a
question: the notion of jealousy.
The Jealous One (2017)
revolves around two parallel
stories. Rex Edmunds
attempts to enter his own
country, crossing the territory
deemed the Black Water
Snake Dreaming, to attend
arag-burning ceremony at
Tjindi Creek. He is stopped
by an iron gate—according to
the Aboriginal Land Rights
(Northern Territory) Act 1976,
he would be trespassing if
no legitimate documents
could be handed in to the
appointed anthropologist
onsite. Meanwhile, in the
community where Rex lives,
Trevor Bianamu is chastising his
wife, Robyn Lane, for drinking
with other men. In so doing,
he offends Robyn’s brothers
and is ostracized by his family,
thence unable to travel with

them to Tjindi Creek. In revenge,
Trevor, with his sons and other
kin, swims through a 300km
seawater canal, arriving at the
ceremony grounds to burn
everyone’s car and set fire to
the sea.

Parallel to the stories are
the Dreamings and the totemic
reincarnations of these tales
lived, believed and told by
generations of Aborigines. The
Sea Monster (Trevor), easily
jealous, offends the Moiyin
(Robyn) and is banished by the
animal Dreaming ancestors
from attending the corroboree;
as his jealousy grows into a
plan of revenge, he steals
everyone’s fire. Meanwhile, the
Moiyin hounds are always on
their way back to their country,
accompanied by Leyden the
hawk-catcher, traveling and
digging yams together. The
hawk-catcher eventually saves
the fire from the Sea Monster at
the call of the Barramundi.

Since first seeing this work,
at the 13th Shanghai Biennale
in 2020, | have wondered
how “jealousy”—a concept
not so appealing to critical
theorization—became the
core metaphor of the piece. |
shared my confusion with the
participants of a study session
held at NYU Shanghai. Through
discussion, we noticed a subtle
clue in a conversation between
the white officer and Lex: the
strong presence of possessive
pronouns in expressions such
as “my own country” and “your
country” reminded us of the
inevitable power of the concept
of “possession” for both the
colonized and the colonizers.
Or more accurately, the main

agenda and strategy of the
colonizers to gain control over
the Aboriginal territory and
splinter their community was to
replace existing, embodied, and
perceived reciprocal relations
between Indigenous bodies and
land as sentient beings with the
notion of ownership.? Jealousy—
an emotion symbiotic with the
syntactic clues of the “you
have taken possession of what
was mine” narrative—points
us instinctively to the logic of
privatization.

Who is “The Jealous
One”? Is settler colonialism
aresult of jealousy being
exploited or the very source
of it all? Either | have been
distracted or my questioning
is unfocused; nevertheless, my
point is that jealousy has been
partly implanted in Australian
Aboriginal communities and
has continuously shaped their
contemporary experiences. It
is evident in The Riot (2017), a
visual ethnography that recalls
Karrabing’s account of the
origins and spread of violence
in the Northern Territory in
2007. Recurring signs of
“jealousy”—rather than “hatred”
or “injustice”—were as real as
they were abrupt. The media
seemed to disagree, but the
surge in violence did not result
from the federal government’s
establishment of Northern
Territory National Emergency
Response, also known as The
Intervention.® Long before
then, Aborigines, barred from
making a living in the mining
industries, had faced economic
difficulties and suffered from
the absence of infrastructural
social welfare. The Aboriginal
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Land Rights (Northern
Territory) Act 1976, presented
as the basis for reforming
Aboriginal society “legally”
and “righteously”, instead
caused its disintegration.
These circumstances and
resulting incidents constitute
the setting for Karrabing’s
“Intervention Trilogy™: multiple
communities were forced out of
their countries while Aboriginal
society at large faced great
disorientation.

What interests me are
the nuanced concepts of
jealousy in The Jealous One.
Here, jealousy is not merely a
product of late liberalism; nor
can we find its counterpart in
the critical colonial linguistics
or in English lexicon. Rather,
it is autochthonous to the
Aboriginal communities in
the Northern Territory, where
ancestral Dreamings, propelled
by jealousy and its multiple
emotional symbionts, act out
fixed plots. They travel the
water channel of Belyuen and
accordingly weave together
the landscapes of the inner
land and the shores. In places
where decolonization struggles
against the specters of settler
colonialism, the two modes
of jealousy have become
inextricably entangled and thus
indistinguishable. Such is the
complexity of indigeneity today.

How do we translate
between the two kinds
of jealousy? How do we
make space in the current
indifferent theoretical
frameworks for recognizing
such concepts of indigenous
studies that exigently call for
understanding? Jealousy has

hardly been a chic term. For
libidinal consumerism, it lacks
points; for sociology and critical
theories, jealousy might not be
of importance. To speak about
it, we must go back to Greek
myths, the Old Testament,
folktales and oral history from
the indigenous. At the same
time, we do not want to label it
premodern.

In an online reading group
afew months ago, | asked
Elizabeth Povinelli, one of
the founding members of the
Karrabing Film Collective, for
her perspective. Speaking via
videocall, she held up her glass
and told me that it could be
involved in the act of jealousy.
Jealousy is a turning away
when you do not get enough
attention. In this sense, it
opens a way for understanding
nonhuman sentience. | recall
a chapter in Povinelli’s 2016
book Geontologies in which
she describes finding a fossil
on the Northern Territory coast
in the 1980s, which according
to Povinelli’s friend Binbin was
considered a Dreaming of the
sea monster durlg. Binbin told
Povinelli that durlg was her
late husband’s and his kin’s
patrilineal Dreaming. It had
previously only been found near
their former home in the south
but was now discovered at the
new locality where her children
grew up.®

Manifestation is an act of
care, whereas absence, hiding
oneself, and turning away
state jealousy. Manifestation
and absence are reflected in
the mutation of environments,
shaping deserts, fossils, and
swamps. Povinelli has pointed

out the difference between
guman (to manifest) and gaden
(to see) in the indigenous
language Emiyengal; the
former being “an intentional
emergence,” hamely disclosing
oneself to specific persons

as an immediate comment on
local existents and demanding
aresponse from the subjects.®
Distinguishing between guman
and gaden, as well as between
care and jealousy, is a lifelong
practice for the Aborigines,
plants, nonhumans, and all
geological forms of existence in
the Northern Territory.

This notion of jealousy
is thus perhaps a more
relatable approach than
other posthuman ontological
schemata for bringing us closer
to nonhumans. This has been
precisely captured by writer and
media scholar McKenzie Wark,
who in her response to Povinelli
points out that as colonial
modernity reaches the heart of
Australia, to ask whether rocks
are sentient would be beside
the point. We should, rather,
imagine how they are turning
their backs on us.’

Karrabing has become
widely known in the
contemporary art scene
due in large part to their
visualization of contemporary
Aboriginal experience in
relation to posthuman theories.
Titling the exhibition “Do
Rocks Listen?” is an astute
curatorial decision, not only
responding to Karrabing'’s
interest in the aforementioned
theoretical connections but
also encouraging Chinese
audiences to explore. The
differences in social contexts
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| told you to spy on those miners.
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could have become a barrier
between the exhibition’s
delivery and the audience’s
reception. Yet indigeneity is
more than the counterpart

to centuries of settler
colonialism; it is a shared state
among nonmodern humans,
multispecies communities,
nonhuman existences, and
local ecocenes. Can indigeneity
be conceived on an individual
level? Is there indigeneity

for nonhumans? Apart from
settler colonialism, what other
forms does colonialism take?
These questions imply that

184

the concept of indigeneity
itself entails expansion and
decolonization. And such a
task concerns all regions.

At the same time, it cannot

be substituted by concepts
such as multiculturalism, the
periphery, the nonmodern,
quotidian practice, and local
or alternative knowledge that
have been revisited recently by
authors, as these pertain more
to human politics.

Finally, | would like to return
to jealousy and analogous
sentiments that are difficult to
categorize in order to show how

they might connect discussions
of indigeneity, art, and ecology
across regions. Samilin in the
Paiwan language in Taiwan
denotes mourning, grief, and
sorrow, and is often used to
describe the desired aesthetics
of landscapes, clothing,
artifacts, carvings, nose-flute,
and other natural or artificial
forms of entities. Samilin is also
the emotive core of ancient
myths and folklores, and often
manifests in plots where One-
hundred Pace Snake has to say
farewell to humans as the tribe
modernizes, when community
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members are marrying out or
pass away, and when there is a
gradual alienation of humans
from their ancestral spirits and
Creation gods. It denotes a
thoughtful sorrow, nourished
by the constant reenactment
of loss. Like the notion of
jealousy in Karrabing’s film, it
has a complex genealogy and
a potential orientation toward
nonhumans.

If we were to ontologize
jealousy and samilin, and locate
them on a conceptual map,
they probably both correspond
to “desire” and the subject of
modernity desire co-constructs
with psychoanalytical
discourses. In the narratives of
desire, our quests determine
the dynamics of all relations;
yet when jealousy or samilin
becomes the anchor of the
story, we may then be able to
see into the complicated and
nuanced relations between
human and nonhuman in a way
that leads to a letting go of
humancentric mentality.
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