
Personal Biography

Gypsy is  the name given to me by my Turk ish pa rents  when they real ized  I cou ld never s i t  s t i l l  –

always preferr ing to explore the wor ld and my  home country  Aust ra l ia;  in a l l  of i ts  d ivers i ty  and

natural  beauty. I  am very gra tefu l  to have exper ienced so much o f the wor ld,  and to cont inue to

do so; w ith such a support ive and open-minded fami ly.

I have been pass ionate abou t soc ia l  jus tice f rom an  ear ly  age. In my teenage years I was

especia l l y  inte rested  in rac ia l  re lat ions in Afr ica  and the USA; read ing the autobiographies of

Mar tin Lu ther  K ing, Malcolm X and  Nelson Mandela be fore I  was 16 years o ld.  The l i fe s tor ies of

these amazing advocates for  equal i ty  l i ve on as inspiration for  me today.

I v iv id ly  remember wa tching  the news in  1991,  when I was 14 years o ld  and seeing 4 white

pol icemen bruta l ly  beat an Afr ican Amer ican man, Rodney King. The news footage of  th is  has

been impr inted in my memory  to th is  day. What was most  d is tu rbing was the acqu itta l  of the  4

pol icemen who beat Mr. K ing in to a pool of  b lood . Watching the LA r iots  that fo l lowed ignited the

flame in me to work for  soc ia l  justice.  At that age  however, I  never  knew exactly  what  I was  going

to do, or  how I  was going to do i t .

Al though never persecuted myself I  could re la te to minor i ty  groups, and how i t  fe l t  to be judged

as I grew  up feel ing very d i fferent to  my fr iends.  I  was  born in Aus tra l ia  to Turk ish Cypr iot

parents  who mig rated there in the  ear ly  70’s .  My home l i fe was very d i fferent to  my school and

soc ia l  l i fe . At  home I was a Turk ish gi r l ,  speaking  in language , eating di fferent foods,

exper ienc ing di fferent cu l tural  pract ices and enjoy ing extended family  va lues. In the  outs ide

wor ld, I  tr ied hard to f i t  in  with what  everyone else was  doing , eating and  wear ing so that I  could

fee l ‘normal ’  and ‘accepted ’ in the dominant Western cu lture of Aus tra l ia .

When I was 16 years o ld, my  Legal  Studies teacher p resented our  c lass  with a case  s tudy  on

Aus tra l ia ’s  Abor ig ines. This  was the f i rs t t ime I ever  learnt anything abou t the Firs t Peoples of



Aus tral ia . My eyes were opened to  the insti tu t ional ized rac ism and brutal i ty  that  was happening

in my very own country. I  was shocked . Why did we  not learn more about th is? Why wasn ’t i t

being shown in the media? I ,  l ike  many Austra l ians was ignorant  about  what was happening in my

very own country. Unti l  then, a  lot o f my interes t had la in in what  was happening in the USA and

Afr ica. But from that  t ime onward , I  committed myse lf to learn more about Abor ig inal cu l ture and

the  soc ia l  just ice issues surrounding the l ives of Austra l ia ’s  Firs t Peoples, both past  and p resent .

I began to notice more and more that ou r  own media,  our  own ins ti tut ions, our  own struc tures did

nothing to respect the di fferences,  nor  p rotect  the r ights  of our  Firs t  Peoples. Mos t d is turbing

was  witness ing the rac ism toward Aborig ines held by  my fr iends,  assoc iates and some family

members; based on ignorance  and s tereotypes p resented in the media.

Always be ing a good communicator, I  often  ignited and  par t i c ipated in heated discuss ions in the

c lassroom. I was not shy of  speak ing in  front  of crowds e i ther, and I enjoyed  wr i t ing essays and

jou rnal is t ic  papers and found i t  a grea t way of exp ress ing my pass ion .

In 2002 I  completed 5  years  of Un ivers i ty  education , obta in ing a Bachelor  o f Ar ts  degree with  3

majors  -  Media Studies, Abor ig ina l Stud ies and Lega l Stud ies. I  a lso obtained a Graduate

Dip loma o f Secondary Teaching, as I fe l t  a press ing need to teach o thers what I  learn t in my

studies. I  was blessed to have had such  inspi r ing teachers when  I was  growing up,  which  i f  you

ask  many youth today, i s  rare . I  too fe l t  that I  would l ike  to be  inspi r ing to youth as my teachers

were for  me.

For  2 years I worked as a Senior  High School Teacher and Course Coordinator  of Media Studies;

teaching s tuden ts about the  ways of the  media . We looked at med ia’s  manipulative and in f luent ia l

powers in  s tereotyping, propaganda and advert is ing as wel l  as i ts  great potentia l  in independent

report ing , truth-seek ing journal ism and  creat iv i ty. I  a lso in troduced them to the bas ics of  f i lm

ana lys is  and f i lm-making us ing iMovie.

Dur ing my  second year  of teaching  I co-wrote,  d irec ted, f i lmed & edited the  f i rs t  featu re length

school f i lm in Austra l ia, t i t led 'Premonit ion . '  A s tory  look ing at the  current issues of war in  the

Middle East, fear  of Musl ims and media contro l  -  and how a group of youth overcome thei r  fears



to become courageous leaders of t ruth. Over 150 high school s tudents  were involved in the

production and post-p roduct ion of  th is  f i lm, and i t  was screened for  3 n igh ts  at the local Vi l lage

Cinema. This  was one of the  most reward ing exper iences I have had as a teacher.

In 2004, I took  t ime away f rom teaching  to dedicate  mysel f to more creative  and active projec ts ;

in par t icular  I  journeyed to Iraq , Palestine & Israel with Amer ican music ian and soc ia l  activ is t

Michael Franti  to  f i lm and document  the 'human'  cost of war. I  then l ived in San  Franc isco for

seven months wh i le ass is t ing in the edi t ing o f the documentary, t i t led ‘ I  Know I’m Not Alone.’  Fo r

me,  th is  journey re in forced  what I had prev ious ly  thought , that  media  could  never  captu re the

rea l i ty  on the ground , but that i t  cer ta in ly  has a responsib i l i ty  to presen t both  s ides  of the s tory.

And  for  those o f us in the Western wor ld, we as indiv iduals  and a col lective  have a responsib i l i ty

to not judge s i tuations based on our  own ideo logies . There is  a lways  two s ides o f the s tory.
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Since then, with a f i re in my bel ly, I  have chosen  to work freelance , comb ining my teaching,

pho tography, f i lm, wr i t ing and community  work , which has taken me across the wor ld and my

beauti fu l  home country  of Austra l ia.

The  most important and rewarding aspect  of my  work so far  has been in  remote Abor ig inal

communit ies in North East Arnhem Land, Austra l ia.

Although I d id very wel l  at  Unive rs i ty, par t icular ly  in Abor ig ina l Stud ies, my lecturer  once to ld me

tha t I would never know a ‘ real ’  th ing about Abor ig inal cul ture  unti l  I  actual ly  spent t ime w ith

them, on their  own land, where their  cu l ture is  s t i l l  v ib rantly  pract iced.

So when I  f in ished my  degree, I moved to Darw in in the Northern  Terr i tory  of Aus tra l ia  and

vis i ted Arnhem Land for  the f i rs t t ime in  2001.  And yes, the exper ience  I had  threw  every th ing I

lea rnt from the  books  out o f the window.

  
Map  o f  Au s t r a l i a  and  Ar n hem La nd .    My  f i r s t  t im e  in  Ar n hem La nd ,  D a l iw uy  B ay  ( Ph o to  by  R .  Pe a r s on )

This  f i rs t community  I v is i ted was Yir r kala, a  s tronghold of Yolngu cu lture and the home place  of

the  y idak i. (d idger idoo) Here I was adop ted in to a Yolngu family  and from tha t t ime  onward, I

became part of their  k inship system, wh ich gave me the foundation to learn about their  cul ture

and  their  l ive l ihood.  To th is  day, th is  family  who adopted me are c lose to my heart,  they are

l i teral ly  l ike my extended family. Over the years I have v is i ted and worked in  Yir r kala, Man ingr ida

and  Gal iwinku  communit ies  as a teacher. Engl ish  is  usual ly  the 4t h  or  5 t h  language  for  these

chi ldren,  so bi l ingua l education has been important  in their  learning . I  have made last ing

fr iendships with the beauti fu l  people l iv ing in these places and I have also had the pleasure  of

documenting the ir  l ives in v ideo and photography.



I  have always enjoyed  photography, and have learnt some useful  t ips  off my father  who  was a

pho tographer when he f i rs t came to Aust ra l ia.  I  par t icula r ly  en joy tak ing photos of nature and al l

of i ts  f ine beauti fu l  detai ls  as wel l  as p laces and  peoples of d i fferent cu l tures . Natu ral  l ight, f ine

detai l ,  color  and interesting composit ion are  the th ings that inspire  me to  grab my camera and

sta r t snapping. I t  is  a lso very re lax ing for  me, wh ich makes i t  a great way  to spend my  t ime.

I am now making  my f i rs t documentary, Our Generation, which was  inspi red by  my fr iends and

family  I have met in N.E Arnhem Land and  their  s truggle to  be genuinely  respected in Aus tra l ian

soc iety. Austra l ia is  home to the youngest and  the o ldest l iv ing  cultu res in  the wor ld. I t  is  a very

unique place, and I d ream that one day we wi l l  tru ly  be able to  g ive the respect to Aus tra l ia ’s

Fir s t people, which they deserve.  I t  is  t ime to tru ly  l is ten to  the voices of these people, as thei r

g i f t  to our  l ives is  immeasurable . Our Genera tion sets  ou t to p resent  their  heart fe l t  s tory  to the

Aus tra l ian and internationa l community. I  look forward to shar ing  i t  with you al l  upon  completion

in 2010.

Writ ten by  Sinem Saban , 2009 .
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