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Indigenizing Astronomy is 
part of living and benefiting 

from these lands.



But, what is Indigenizing 
Astronomy?
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There are many lessons in 
this story…

• About behaviour of animals


• Calendar for hunting and events


• Working together


• Seasons


• Circumpolar stars


• Movement of stars



Indigenous knowledge built 
upon axioms

• What’s above reflects below


• Knowledge is relational


• Considers multiple variables that interact concurrently


• Knowledge is (w)holistic


• Nature is holy, sacred, unity, familial



These axioms complement 
Western Traditional Science.



The Sundagger is one example



Singuuriq is the flickering 
star.
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Night Sky Above Igloolik (Central Nunavut) at Winter Solstice 
 



Indigenous Australians discovered 
Betelgeuse is a variable star. 

This paper will be published in a forthcoming issue of the Australian Journal of Anthropology 

	 6 

Oral Tradition 2: Waiyungari 
 
In the Lower Murray region of South Australia, young Ngarrindjeri men went through a 
complex initiation as part of their transition to adulthood (Berndt and Berndt 1993). During the 
process, male novices (Narambi) spend a period of time covered in red ochre and living in 
isolation, going without food, sleep, or clothes and abstaining from any contact with women. 
Sexual contact during this period is strictly forbidden. Breaking of this sacred taboo can result 
in severe punishment for the offending men and women, as well as their families. An element 
of forbidden love sometimes enhances the Narambi’s sexual attractiveness to young women 
and the narrative serves as a warning to the people about obeying traditional law. The oral 
tradition describes a young man named Waiyungari (meaning ‘Red Man’), which was first 
recorded by Meyer (1846) and later described by Taplin (1879: 57) and several ethnologists 
over the next hundred years. A number of variants of the tradition exist across the region (see 
Clarke 1999), but they adhere to the same primary theme. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: Nyeeruna, Kambugudha, and the Yugarilya sisters in the sky. Image reproduced with permission from 
Leaman and Hamacher (2014). 
 
The narrative describes Waiyungari as a Narambi, covered in red ochre (Clarke 1999). He 
caught the attention of two women, who were the wives of his brother, Nepeli. The women 
were deeply attracted to Waiyungari and followed him as he went about his activities in 
isolation. They approached Waiyungari’s hut, took the form of emus and made sounds to draw 
him out. When he ran out of his hut to pursue the emus, the women morphed into human form 
and seduced him. Nepeli discovered this betrayal and attempted to exact his revenge by setting 
ablaze the hut in which his wives and brother slept. The trio managed to escape and ran along 
the river. To avoid punishment, Waiyungari cast a spear into the Milky Way and pulled himself 
and the women up into the sky. Waiyungari became a bright red star, signifying the colour of 
his ochred body. The two women became fainter stars that flank him on either side. They all 
sit in a canoe in the Milky Way, with the celestial emu to the west. On occasion, Waiyungari 
brightens and gets ‘hotter’, increasing the sexual desire of the people. It is during this time the 
Narambi must refrain from lascivious activities. 
 

Hamacher et al (2017)



How can we take steps to 
Indigenize Astronomy

• Land acknowledges are nice, but must come with an 
intent.


• Invite and support Elders and knowledge keepers to 
share knowledge


• Listen to Indigenous peoples and speakers


• Appreciate knowledge is codified in stories and relies on 
different methodologies.



Embracing Indigenous Knowledge 
will only make us better scientists
• Many models for blended learning including Two-Eyed 

Seeing from Mi’kmaw communities (Marshall et al. 2012)




